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ABSTRACT 
 
 
“Essentially Cyclonic” argues that tropical cyclones were a constituent and proportional force 
for historical change in twentieth century Mauritius. Whether as moments of acute 
catastrophe and as specters of future destruction, this dissertation shows that landfalling 
storms, the months of reconstruction efforts that followed, and the policies meant to 
mitigate cyclones’ effects were moments and processes that shaped ideas about racial 
belonging, gendered personhood, and diasporic community. Drawing upon French, English, 
and Mauritian Creole-language sources ranging from meteorological and soil studies, to oral 
histories collected in Mauritius, popular newspapers, songs, and the papers of state 
bureaucracies, this dissertation shows that these storms transformed the lives of everyday 
Mauritians: they changed how small Indo-Mauritian agriculturalists planted sugar, where 
Afro-descendant Mauritians lived, and how the late-colonial state surveilled women’s bodies 
in response to Malthusian anxieties over population control and ecological stability.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 iii 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
 
I have incurred many debts in my time as a graduate student at the University of Illinois and 
in the course of researching and writing this dissertation. My committee—Jim Brennan, 
Antoinette Burton, Terri Barnes, Rod Wilson, and Richard Allen—have all guided this 
project from a scattered set of questions to its current state.  I became an Africanist under 
Jim Brennan’s guidance. His thorough and patient readings of drafts and his critical 
engagement with my ideas have modeled how to read and write clearly. Terri Barnes 
supported me in times of confusion and has modeled how to do rigorous and politically-
engaged scholarship. Rod Wilson ushered me into the world of environmental history and 
has been supportive of me in my research, writing, and teaching. Richard Allen’s guidance in 
Indian Ocean history has been invaluable, as has his support my work as an external member 
of my committee. Without Antoinette Burton this dissertation would simply not exist. 
Whether it be how to read for gender and race in the colonial archive or how to think 
through the Indian Ocean World “as method,” the mentorship she offers at every scale—
institutional, intellectual, and personal—is invaluable.  
At the University of Illinois, I’ve benefitted from the entirety of the history 
department. Thank you in particular to Ken Cuno, Dana Rabin, Bob Morrissey, Jerry Dávila, 
Ikuko Asaka, Kristin Hoganson, Mauro Nobili, Tariq Ali, and David Sepkoski. I also want to 
thank Shannon Croft, Tom Bedwell, and the team of people that keep the department 
running and students afloat. Thank you to Chris Lee. It was under his guidance at the 
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill that I developed an interest in African history. At 
North Carolina State I was fortunate to work under the guidance Owen Kalinga, a great 
scholar and friend. From my time at NCSU, thank you also to Akram and Jodie Khater, the 
late Jonathon Ocko, Steven Vincent, Judy Kertesz, David Ambaras, David Zonderman, Ken 
Vickery, Mike Mortimer, Chris Blakely, and Kelsey Zavelo.  
In Mauritius, I relied on a number of people both personally and professionally over 
the years. Thank you in particular to Vijaya Teelock and Ramola Ramtohul for their support 
of my research, conversations across time zones, and their own pathbreaking work in 
Mauritius. I very much stand on their shoulders. Thank you also to Jimmy Harmon, Leo 
Couacaud, Stephanie Tamby. The work done on my behalf by the staff at the Mauritius 
National Library is incalculable. Thank you to Keemah Ganga, Shanti Hurree, Andrew 
 
 
 iv 
Rocues, Ramesh Mohabeer, Arjoon Balakrishna, and Ms. Farheen. At the Mauritius National 
Archives, thank you Ms. Mohun and the entire staff at the manuscript collection. At the 
Mauritius Sugarcane Research Institute (MSIRI), thank you to Jugdish Sonaton and the staff 
for answering my many questions about sugarcane and for allowing me access to their 
library. Beyond the libraries and archives, I owe much to Sophie Le Chartier who was 
generous with her time and her ideas. Thanks to her, Pamela Melisse, and the entire group at 
the Kolektif Rivier Nwar for arranging my interviews. A deep thanks to the residents of Cité 
La Mivoie who agreed to speak with me.  
Thank you to the Ramchurn family, Dana and Mala, and to the extended family for 
caring for me during my long stay in Mauritius. Thank you also to the Roy family. Gulshan 
and Ashoke Roy were important guides through Mauritian history as well as generous hosts 
and cooks. Thank you also to Roshni Mooneeram for her generosity of time and for sharing 
her expertise in Mauritian history, literature, and politics. Thank you also to Navin 
Nuckchady for becoming a friend and guide in Quatre Bornes. A special thanks to Yoshina 
Hurgobin and her family. I’m lucky to have Yoshina as a friend and as a colleague in the 
United States and her family as friends in Quatre Bornes.  
I would not have emerged intact from this process without the support of friends 
and colleagues. At the University of Illinois, thank you to Peggy Brennan, Peter Wright, 
Catherine Corr, Marília Corrêa, Marcelo Kuyumjian, Beth Eby, Mona Ghadiri, Nate Tye, 
Saniya Ghanoui, Devin Smart,  Ian Toller Clark,  Liz Matsushita, Beth Ann Williams, Nate 
Putnam, Lydia Crafts, Adam LoBue, Jenny Peruski, Chris Garcia, Steve Sherman, Brian 
Campbell, Megan White, and Srinidhi Ramamurthy. Thank you also to Brian Hicks who has 
heard about this project for years now. A special thank you to Anthony Dest who has been a 
fellow graduate student, editor, travel partner, and confidant. 
Thank you to Michel and Valerie Brotman, to Adam Brotman, Jason Brotman, Andy 
Inthavong, Jackson Brotman, and Hartley Brotman for their support and encouragement 
over the last nearly ten years. Thank you also to Susan and the late Jeff Brotman.  
This dissertation is dedicated to my family: to my mom, dad, and brother. I have had 
the luxury of a family who could guide me through the ups and downs of academia. They 
have unflinchingly supported me at every turn.  
Lastly, Samantha Brotman. Sam and I came to central Illinois as boyfriend and 
girlfriend and we leave as husband and wife. In the interim, we’ve moved three times, 
 
 
 v 
adopted two cats, and traveled the world. Without her support of me when the pressures of 
the PhD overwhelmed, her financial support, her sense of humor, and her modeling of what 
it means to be committed to social justice, I would not have finished. This degree and this 
dissertation are as much hers as they are mine.  
 
Champaign, Illinois 
March 2019 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 vi 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
INTRODUCTION: “ESSENTIALY CYCLONIC”………………………………………1 
 
 
CHAPTER 1: THE MANY LIVES OF UBA: NATURAL DISASTER,  
FAMILY, AND COMMUNITY IN THE EARLY TWENTIETH 
CENTURY……………………………………………………………………………….24 
 
 
CHAPTER 2: CYCLONES AND CALORIES: DEVELOPMENT IN  
MIDCENTURY, 1940s-1950s……………………………………………………………56 
 
 
CHAPTER 3: CITÉ LIFE:  RACE, DECOLONIZATION, AND 
CYCLONE CAROL…………………………………………………………………..….97 
 
 
CHAPTER 4: MAKING THE CYCLONE-PROOF FAMILY:   
OVERPOPULATION, CYCLONE RESCONSTRUCTION, AND  
CONJUGALITY, 1950s-1970s………………………………………………………155 
 
 
CONCLUSION: “A WEREWOLF IN THE HOUSE OF ELEPHANTS”….……..221 
 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY………………………………………………………………….  229 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
“ESSENTIALLY CYCLONIC” 
 
It is a country invented by colonization. Perhaps this fact makes for extremes, in that 
there is not the moderating influence of a millennial history. Or maybe it is cyclones, 
those visitations that build and build and then wreak havoc, from time to time… 
 
South African — Mauritian novelist and activist, Lindsay Colleen1 
 
 
On March 16, 1960, Jay Narain Roy, a Mauritian writer, politician, and intellectual, penned 
an article in the daily Le Mauricien in which he mourned the state of his country after yet 
another catastrophic cyclone, Cyclone Carol. Carol, which had made landfall about two and 
half weeks earlier was, and continues to be, the strongest storm to have made landfall in 
Mauritius. With winds exceeding 160 mph, it was the equivalent of a category five storm on 
the Saffir-Simpson scaled used in the Atlantic and Caribbean hurricane basin.2 The 
destruction to lives, homes, and the economy was deep and enduring. Roy was struck by the 
severity and totality of the damaged caused by Carol and expressed surprise that a country 
like Mauritius, “which is essentially cyclonic,” could, in 1960, be brought to its knees.3  
More than fifty years later, Lindsay Colleen, a South African — Mauritian novelist and 
prominent cultural activist noted that Mauritius is defined by both its colonial past and its 
frequent cyclones. For Colleen, the regular “visitation” of cyclones that “wreak havoc,” are 
just as central to the making of modern Mauritius as is its history of colonialism. Both, she 
suggests, wreaked havoc. Colleen, like many other literary figures throughout Mauritian 
history—Marcel Cabon, Dev Virashwamy, Ananda Devi, amongst others—places cyclones 
at the center of her work, a strategy that Srilata Ravi has argued evidences a “grammar of 
                                                        
1 Lindsay Colleen, “Mauritius,” The New Internationalist, 1 April 2013 
 
2 Throughout this dissertation, I switch between the common term for cyclones in the Atlantic basin, 
hurricane, with tropical cyclone, as they are known in the Indian Ocean. In the Pacific, these storms go by the 
term typhoon. There is no meaningful meteorological difference between the three. In the Atlantic, the 
National Hurricane Center uses the Saffir Simpson Scale, where categories 1-5 reflect the power of the storms 
based on wind speed.  
 
3 JN Roy, “The Average House Owner,” Le Mauricien, 16 March 1960. 
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Mauritian cyclone aesthetics” amongst the country’s authors.4 Alongside Roy, then, it 
appears that if Mauritian authors also agree in the fundamental cyclonic nature of Mauritian 
life.  
From a meteorological standpoint, it would be accurate to describe Mauritius as 
“cyclonic.” It lays around five hundred miles east of Madagascar, alongside the French 
department of Réunion. Between Mauritius in the east and Mozambique in the west, this 
corner of the southwest Indian Ocean experiences powerful tropical cyclones yearly (see 
Map 2). The season spans roughly from December to April, the warm season. While 
cyclonic weather, ranging from tropical depressions to intense cyclones, are a yearly 
occurrence on the island, one study has shown that the frequency of “intense” and “very 
intense” cyclones striking the island once every eight years, and once very fifteen years, 
respectively.5 The most recent “very intense” storm, Hollanda, struck the island in 1994. 
Hollanda killed two people, caused widespread damage throughout the island, and is 
estimated to have slowed the island’s GDP growth by anywhere between five and seven 
percent that year.6 Winds are not the only threats that cyclone hold. The mountainous terrain 
poses a particular risk for torrential rainfall flooding and riparian flooding.7 Port Louis, the 
capital city of Mauritius, is also particularly prone to torrential rain flooding. The island’s 
coastal regions, particularly in the north which are the first to be exposed to oncoming 
storms, suffer greatly from storm surge, the mass of water that is pulled upwards by winds 
and low pressure at the center of cyclones. The island’s outlying territories, Agalega and 
Rodrigues are also particularly vulnerable to cyclones due to their small size and generally flat 
topography. 
                                                        
4 Marcel Cabon, Namaste (Editions De L'Ocean Indien; 2nd Revised Edition, 1981); Dev Virashwamy, Toufann 
(Border Crossings Theatre Company, 1999); Ananda Devi, Eve Out of Her Ruins (Dallas: Deep Velum 
Publishing, 2016) Sriliata Revi, “Tropical Cyclones in Mauritian Literature” in Anne Collette, Russell 
McDougall, and Sue Thomas Tracking the Literature of Tropical Weather: Typhoons, Hurricanes, and Cyclones (Cham, 
Switzerland: Palgrave MacMillan, 2017), p. 26.  
  
5 “Very intense” is a categorization that changes from ocean to ocean, but in the Indian Ocean is usually 
considered a storm with a central atmospheric pressure of below 920hPa (hectopascals-the French 
meteorological unit for measuring atmospheric pressure) or lower. The strongest cyclone in the history of the 
southwest Indian Ocean was Fantala, which dissipated in late April, 2016 without any significant landfall. 
 
6 BM Padya. The Cyclones of the Mauritius Region (Port Louis, Mauritius: Mauritius Publishing, 1975). 
 
7 Dennis Parker. “Criteria for Evaluating the Condition of a Tropical Cyclone Warning System” Disasters. 
September 1999. Vol. 23 Issue 3, p 193-216. 
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Figure 1: Map of Indian Ocean with Mauritius indicated. Inset map of Mauritius with major cities and villages. 
 
 
Figure 2: Tropical Cyclone tracks in the southwest Indian Ocean between 1980 and 2005.  
 
Of course, Roy and Collen’s observations were not merely meteorological, but also 
social. Imbedded in their descriptions of nature and society in Mauritius is a claim about its 
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history: that any understanding of Mauritius must attend to the regular visitations of 
cyclones. This dissertation takes up this task. It argues that that cyclones are constituent and 
proportional forces for historical change in twentieth century Mauritius. It shows how both 
popular and official ideas about racial belonging, gendered personhood, and diasporic 
community transformed in relation to and as a consequence of efforts by subaltern and state 
actors to mitigate the risks posed by the tropical cyclones. Cyclonic winds, like the monsoon 
winds which moved dhows between Asia and Africa, brought together communities in 
unexpected ways. They also destroyed, quite literally, the façades of colonial rule, ruptured 
narratives of possession, mobility, and loss, and produced a shared, though often fraught, 
discursive commitment to building an ecologically resilient and productive multi-racial 
nation. The following chapters draw from French, English, and Mauritian Creole-language 
sources: meteorological and soil studies, oral histories collected in Mauritius, popular 
newspapers, songs, and the papers of state bureaucracies. Woven together through 
chronological case studies, this project shows that these storms transformed the lives of 
everyday Mauritians: they changed how small Indo-Mauritian agriculturalists planted sugar, 
where Afro-descendant Mauritians lived, and how the late-colonial state surveilled women’s 
bodies in response to Malthusian anxieties over population control and ecological stability.  
 
Environmental Historiographies of Indian Ocean Africa and Global Natural Disaster 
 
How do people construct lives in a space perennially disrupted and transformed by tropical 
cyclones? What are the effects of state-driven attempts at mitigating the dangers of the 
natural world? How does public policy mobilized to confront these dangers translate into the 
realm of the social? These questions lay at the heart of both this dissertation and of the 
current moment when political institutions, social justice movements, and everyday people 
from across the world have turned their attention to questions of environmental change. 
Rising oceans, increasingly violent natural phenomena, and the human institutions that have 
attempted to confront these changes all constitute a growing political and scholarly effort 
that seeks to understand these changes. Environmental historians have taken up the task of 
analyzing how changes in the natural world shape the histories of peoples who live through 
those changes. They reconstruct the natural world in multiple ways: as a canvas on to which 
historical actors project power, as a geographical binding agent, and, alternatively, as a 
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determinative force in human history, forever exerting superior power over human historical 
agency.  
The natural world has, for decades, lay at the heart of social, political, and cultural 
change in the historiography of Indian Ocean Africa. The annual monsoons are foundational 
components in the building of transregional networks and communities between South Asia, 
East Africa, and the Persian Gulf, with dhows the technology that harnessed the power of 
nature to the build of these networks.8 The monsoons inform early Indian Ocean 
historiography because they allow for scholars to argue for Braudelian “deep structures” of 
connectivity across the ocean and overlapping elements of cultural continuity between the 
littoral zones of the Swahili Coast, the Persian Gulf, and the Kutch and Malabar coasts.9 
Beyond this foundational element of the monsoons, however, there has been a wide variety 
of environmental histories of the western Indian Ocean. Richard Grove has shown, for 
example, that from the savannahs of East Africa, to the Cape, and to the tropical forests of 
the Indian Ocean islands, “conservation” was an intellectual and political project that 
expanded colonial power. Ed Alpers, Gwynn Campbell, and, more recently, Jane Hooper 
have shown how the Mozambique channel has been a site for the exchange of food stuffs 
between continental and island Africa and that the environmental history of the southwest 
Indian Ocean shaped the growth of early modern empires.10  
There has also been, of late, a turn towards climate in Indian Ocean World 
historiography. Krish Seetah’s and Yoshina Hurhobin have both recently examined climate 
and disease in Mauritius while Greg Bankoff’s and Joseph Christen’s 2016 Natural Hazards 
                                                        
8 Gilbert, Erik. Dhows and the Colonial Economy in Zanzibar, 1860–1970. Athens: Ohio University Press, 2005.; 
Sheriff, Abdul. Dhow Cultures of the Indian Ocean: cosmopolitanism, commerce, and Islam. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2010.; Hall, Richard. Empires of the Monsoon: A History of the Indian Ocean and Its Invaders. London: 
HarperCollins, 1996. 
 
9 Michael N. Pearson, The Indian Ocean (London: Routledge, 2003). Michael N Pearson. “Littoral Society: The 
Concept and the Problems.” Journal of World History Vol. 17, No. 4 (2006): 353–373. Michael N Pearson, 
“Studying the Indian Ocean World: Problems and Opportunities.” in H. P. Ray and E. A. Alpers Cross Currents 
and Community Networks: The History of the Indian Ocean World  (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007) 15–33.. 
Michael Pearson “The Idea of the Indian Ocean.” in Pamila Gupta, Isabel Hofmeyr, and Michael Pearson, eds. 
Eyes Across the Water: Navigating the Indian Ocean, (Pretoria: Unisa Press, 2010) 7–14.; K.N. Chaudhuri, Asia Before 
Europe: Economy and Civilisation of the Indian Ocean from the Rise of Islam to 1750. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1991); Markus Vink. “Indian Ocean Studies and the ‘New Thalassology’” Journal of Global History, 2007. 
 
10  Jane Hooper, Feeding Globalization: Madagascar and the Provisioning Trade 1600-1800 (Ohio University Press, 
2017). 
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and Peoples in the Indian Ocean World has taken up the question of various forms of natural 
“disaster” from East Africa to the Philippines, and have centered cyclones, droughts, and 
tsunamis as forces of historical significance throughout the Indian Ocean.11 This turn 
towards climate and “hazard” has mirrored similar work on the Caribbean and Atlantic basin 
on hurricanes that has argued that early modern empires were forced to contend with the 
limitations that the potential catastrophic forces of hurricane and how later empires—
European and American alike—built infrastructures of scientific knowledge to predict those 
storms and formalize their power in the region.12 In large part, however, in the Indian Ocean 
these studies have focused most explicitly on the nineteenth century, a characteristic of the 
historiography which produces an assumption that with the development of mechanized 
mobility in the nineteenth century, Indian Ocean communities became unhooked from the 
winds and waters of the ocean itself.13 Implicit in this assumption is that the twentieth 
century history of the Indian Ocean is divorced from the materiality of the ocean, and that 
the ocean serves either only as a metaphor for connectivity or an arena where human 
societies exert technological expertise. That the natural world ceased to be a central 
component in the historical development of the western Indian Ocean in the twentieth 
century is where this dissertation makes one of its primary interventions by arguing the 
inverse: that environmental factors continued, and still continue, to shape the region of 
Indian Ocean Africa.   
More specifically, this dissertation argues that tropical cyclones operated not only as 
structural limitations for change in Mauritius, but also as generative forces in the production 
of political, cultural, and social identities, and in particular both popular and official notions 
of race and gender. This is a departure from the very limited historiography of twentieth 
                                                        
11 Krish Seetah, “Climate and Disease in the Indian Ocean: An Interdisciplinary Study from Mauritius) in 
Connecting Continents: Archaeology and History in the Indian Ocean World (Ohio University Press, 2018); Yoshina 
Hurgobin, “Making Medical Ideologies: Indentured Labour in Mauritius” in Anna Winterbottom and Facil 
Tesfaye, eds. Histories of Medicine and Healing in the Indian Ocean World, Volume 2 (Palgrave Series on the Indian 
Ocean World, 2015). 
 
12 Matthew Mulcachy, Hurricanes and Society in the British Greater Caribbean, 1624–1783 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
Univ. Press, 2006), pp. 83–85; 50 Sherry Johnson, “The History and Science of Hurricanes in the Greater 
Caribbean,” in Oxford Research Encyclopedia: Latin American History (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, published 
online September 2015); Stewart Schwartz, Sea of Storms: A History of Hurricanes in the Greater Caribbean from 
Columbus to Katrina (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Univ. Press, 2015). 
 
13 Jeremy Prestholdt “Locating the Indian Ocean: Notes on the Postcolonial Reconstitution of Space” Journal of 
Eastern African Studies, Vol. 9, No . 3, 2015, pp. 440-467.  
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century Mauritius, which almost exclusively emphasizes the political transformation of the 
island from agricultural colony to post-colonial nation state. Indeed, this dissertation not 
only argues for the natural world to be considered as part of political change, but as a 
transformative force in and of itself.  It shows that in Mauritius tropical cyclones were not 
merely points of inflection but ones of social change. Cyclones exacerbated already-existing 
class and racial divides, to be sure, but the following chapters show that the politics 
surrounding preparing for, enduring, and rebuilding after storms produced new social, 
political, and economic relationships; they prompted new forms of articulating culture, of 
imagining a communal past, and of articulating future change.  What it meant to be Indo-
Mauritian or Afro-Mauritian, man or woman, in twentieth century Mauritius is 
incomprehensible, the following pages argue, without attending to how these categories 
transformed in relation to natural disaster. Mauritius is “essentially cyclonic” not merely 
because of its geographical position in the southwest Indian Ocean, but also because the 
fabric of its society developed in response to the seasonal threat of these storms.  
This argument positions tropical cyclones as both historical and methodological 
objects. Historically, they operate as both acute moments of inflection and destruction: 
inequalities are exposed in dramatic ways, initial response schemes reveal the priorities of the 
state, the needs of its subjects, and the terms of the discussion in which claims are made. 
They also serve as catalytic events for understanding long-term change like housing and 
family planning schemes that mark the social and political history of the country. 
Methodologically, cyclones effect historical convergences. They bring together what are 
often (at least archivally) disparate threads of debate and of change and bring those threads 
into conversation with each other, compelling historical actors to contend with the ways in 
which priorities are decided upon and strategies of survival are employed. Cyclones are 
themselves archival assemblages. 
This project speaks to an audience beyond Mauritius. While cyclones are a regional 
phenomenon across southeastern Africa (they often do effect more than one country at a 
time, for example), a fine-grained analysis of their effects necessitates a closer look at the 
history of the places they impact. While much scholarship has been done to emphasize the 
regional integration of the Indian Ocean as a coherent historical space, this dissertation 
makes a methodological choice to emphasize the specificities of a circumscribed geography 
in order to fully understand the relationship between the natural and social. The conceptual 
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argument here, then, is not re-capitulate histories of Indian Ocean connectivity. Rather, it is 
to unspool the specificities of Mauritius’ own Indian Ocean World, one where cyclones have 
shaped historical change.  
This locally-understood “Indian Oceanness” and efforts to situate notions of “place” 
within larger, region-wide networks is a hallmark of scholarship on Indian Ocean Africa.14  It 
mirrors David Armitage’s “cis-Atlantic” analytical model that “studies particular places as 
unique locations within an Atlantic world and seeks to define that uniqueness as the result of 
the interaction between local particularity and a wider web of connections (and 
comparisons).”15 Place is also a particularly salient analytical category when studying 
archipelagos because, as Jennifer Gaynor has argued, they should be considered as 
geographic spaces worthy of analysis in and of themselves that offer entry point to broader 
oceanic histories; they are not merely “in between,” as it were.16 The scholarly literature on 
Indian Ocean Africa has productively shown how a “cis-oceanic” and an archipelagic 
approach can attend to analytical tensions inherent in the up-scaling needed to conceive of 
the Indian Ocean as a historical space with the assemblage of circumscribed specificities 
which constitute it.17  This literature has shown that places like Dar es Salaam, Cape Town, 
Mombasa, Port Louis, or Antsiranana were not merely nodes in networks but fully-
                                                        
14 James R. Brennan, Taifa: Making Nation and Race in Urban Tanzania (Ohio, 2012), Jeremy Prestholdt. 
Domesticating the World: African Consumerism and the Genealogies of Globalization. (California, 2008).  
  
15 David Armitage and Michael J. Braddick, eds. The British Atlantic World, 1500-1800 (Basingstoke and New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), p. 18. 
 
16 Jennifer Gaynor, “Ages of Sail, Ocean Basins, and Southeast Asia” Journal of World History, Vol. 24, No. 2, 
2013, pp. 309-333. 
 
17 For an example of a study of diaspora in Reunion/Mauritius/Seychelles see the subsection on “Island-ness” 
in Hofmeyr Eyes Across the Water; See also: Edward Alpers East Africa and the Indian Ocean (Princeton, NJ : 
Markus Wiener Publishers, 2009.); Edward Alpers, “A Complex Relationship: Mozambique and the Comoro 
Islands in the 19th and 20th Centuries.” Cahiers d’Etudies Africaines, no. 161, 2001 pp. 73-95; Pier Larson. Ocean of 
Letters: Language and Creolization in an Indian Ocean Diaspora, (Cambridge, UK ; New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009), Richard B. Allen, Slaves, Freedmen, and Indentured Laborers in Colonial Mauritius. (Cambridge, 1999) 
Richard B. Allen, “Capital, Illegal Slaves, Indentured Labourers and the Creation of a Sugar Plantation 
Economy in Mauritius, 1810-60,” Journal of Imperial & Commonwealth History Vol. 36, no. 2 (June 2008): 151–70, 
Richard B. Allen, “The Slender, Sweet Thread: Sugar, Capital and Dependency in Mauritius, 1860-1936,” Journal 
of Imperial & Commonwealth History 16, no. 2 (January 1988): 177–200.See also here: Jeremy Prestholdt, 
Domesticating the World: African Consumerism and the Genealogies of Globalization: University of California Press, 
2008,, particularly chapters 1 and 3; Clare Anderson, Subaltern Lives: Biographies of Colonialism in the Indian Ocean 
World, 1790-1920, 1 edition (London: Cambridge University Press, 2012); Campbell, Gwyn.  An Economic 
History of Imperial Madagascar, 1750-1895: Gwyn Campbell, The Rise and Fall of an Island Empire (Cambridge, 
2005). 
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constituted “places” in and of themselves. The work of Edward Alpers on the mobility of 
religious ideas and foodstuffs across the Mozambique Channel between mainland Africa and 
the Comoros shows the local connections between race, discourses of civilization, and diet. 
Pier Larson’s study of letters between Madagascar, Mauritius, and mainland Africa shows the 
ways in which a political economy of reading and religious faith took shape in various places 
in the southwest Indian Ocean. Richard Allen’s work on race and plantation labor in 
Mauritius has shown not only how connected the island was to global networks of 
commodity capitalism, but how those connections shaped notions of power and race in 
Mauritius. In this tradition, this dissertation engages with the material and intellectual 
connections that bind Mauritius to Africa and Asia while emphasizing that those 
connections took on historically-specific meaning in Mauritius in relation to the natural 
world. In this sense, this dissertation sees no formal distinction between what Alison Games 
has marked as “places around the ocean” with “places of the ocean.”18  
 
Race, Gender, and Disaster in Mauritius 
 
In 1948, R.C. Wilkinson, the Public Assistance Commissioner and head of the Department 
of Labour of colonial Mauritius, was tasked with writing an introduction to a government 
report on a series of three cyclones that struck Mauritius between January to March three 
years earlier, in 1945. The report was intended “to be a source of reference, a memorial of a 
great and disastrous event.”19 These storms, examined more closely in chapter two, were 
worth remembering: the most powerful of the three had made landfall on the island in 
January, destroying much of the sugar crop, leaving thousands homeless, and unleashing a 
polio outbreak on the island. The massive rebuilding efforts undertaken by the colonial state 
were unprecedented, and this report was compiled to enumerate what needed to be done in 
the immediate aftermath of the storm and to outline contingencies in the event of future 
storms. In Wilkinson’s opinion, however, Mauritius was particularly vulnerable to the 
dangers of cyclones not only because of the island’s position within an active cyclone belt, 
                                                        
18 Allison Games, “Atlantic History: Definitions, Challenges, and Opportunities,” The American Historical Review, 
Volume 111, Issue 3, June 2006, Pages 741–757. 
 
19 Hazareesingh, K. The Story of the 1945 Cyclones (Port Louis, Mauritius. JE Felix, Gov’t Printer, 1948). 
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but also because of its social landscape, and more specifically its racial diversity. In his 
estimation Mauritius had two difficulties that it had to confront: “a population that is not yet 
homogenous and periodical visits from cyclones.” He went on: “when the presence of a 
cyclone in the near vicinity is signaled, when it is screaming over the island, or when the 
disaster it has left behind is revealed, the population is no longer heterogeneous, each person 
is simply a human being. If we could remember…that each year [cyclones] threaten us with 
common ruin, it might be that the difficulties arising from a diversity of races could easily be 
solved.”20 For Wilkinson, and for many other functionaries within the colonial government, 
the prospect of a landfalling tropical cyclone was not merely a potential threat to the 
economic stability of the island, reliant almost completely on the production of sugar cane, 
but also one to the delicately balanced racial landscape of the island, where peoples of 
African, Asia, and European descent lived alongside each other.  
Race was the conceptual category through which colonial officials conceived of and 
enacted natural disaster response, preparation, and analysis in twentieth century Mauritius; 
gender was the point of intervention. These interventions mapped onto already-existing 
ideas regarding gender and difference specific to each community in Mauritius, and they 
sparked conversations both colony-wide and within communities about identity, belonging, 
and the future in relation to both natural and political change. What Mauritians ate, where 
they lived, how their families shared the burdens of raising children, and how they planned 
those families became the foundational questions that informed how purportedly distinct 
racial communities—Mauritians of Indian descent (Indo-Mauritians) and those of African 
descent (Afro-Mauritian Creoles, as distinct from elite and mixed-race Creoles)—could 
survive the economic and social traumas brought by natural disasters. Cyclones brought 
about fears—both real and, at times, contrived—of scarcity that could only be collectively 
endured if families also accepted specific visions of austerity. Building an ecologically 
resilient Mauritius often took place in the domestic spaces of the home. 
As the above sections have stated, cyclonic events in Mauritius operate both as 
historical moments of change and as archival artifacts in and of themselves. As archival 
moments, they bring together multiple strands of historical debate. The debates that I 
highlight here, ones over the viability of cyclone-proofing agriculture, of colonial 
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“development,” over public housing, and over Malthusian anxieties over resource 
management, amongst others, show that both British and Mauritian actors inside and outside 
of the colonial state saw race—a bundle of cultural habits social expectations identifiable 
physical appearance and biometric difference—as a defining social structure in modern 
Mauritius alongside religion and language. Gender emerged as an arrangement of social 
positions and behavioral predilections identified by both British and Mauritians policy 
makers as an arena to reshape race. They believed that that modifying the gendered space of 
the family could change how Mauritians viewed themselves as members of racial 
communities. It was up to women, quite often, to change how families ate, where they lived, 
and how many children they would have: all characteristics colonial officials and many 
Mauritian intellectuals and politicians attributed to the racial communities, and ones that 
hampered the nation’s preparation for and recovery from violent tropical cyclones. Gender 
was in Mauritius, as Paul Gilroy has argued, a modality for living race.21  
That cyclones triggered explicitly social and political concerns was not always the 
case. In the decades proceeding the nineteenth century, tropical cyclones were rarely seen as 
social events but rather as economic ones. Then, the language of disaster was a sterile one of 
calculation, risk, profit, and loss. But this dissertation shows that what is unique about these 
storms in twentieth century Mauritius is that they were forces that shaped all aspects of 
Mauritian life as the purview of the colonial state shifted from one oriented towards the 
cultivation and export of sugar to one where the attendant social question of this specific 
political economy also received attention. Catastrophic events like cyclones threw into the 
stark relief the social, political, and cultural cleavages that centuries of commodity 
production had produced.   
These cleavages are often points of analysis within Mauritian historiography, albeit 
that of the centuries preceding the twentieth. The relatively thin work on the twentieth 
century tends, with recent exception, to focus exclusively on the political history of 
decolonization. Both Adele Smith Simmons’ and Larry Bowman’s important studies on the 
transition from colony to nation shed light on political institutional change and, in 
Bowman’s case, attend to questions of “society” and macro-economic phenomena as 
underlying considerations predicate to the political machinations of decolonization. But in 
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large part both take high politics as the foundational historical process in the making of 
Mauritius.22 For these works and others like them, the twentieth century is a denouement of 
processes catalyzed in the ninetieth, where demographic changes that saw the rise of a South 
Asian diasporic community culminate with the formalization of the election of Seewosagur 
Ramgoolam as the first prime minister in March of 1968.  
Studies on the cultural and social history, particularly ones on race and gender, of the 
twentieth century in Mauritius are rare, but not nonexistent. Early work by Benjamin 
Mouotu, in particular his book Les Chretiens de L’ile Maurice —ostensibly a text on 
Christians—pointed to the immediate pre-independence era as one of racial strife, in effect 
conceding that race existed as a functional part of group self-identification amongst working 
class Christians in mid-century.23 More recently, Tijo Salverda’s recent study of Franco-
Mauritians has sought to integrate this white racial minority into a more global analytical 
field of settler societies.24 Beyond these, however, the most salient work being done on race 
and gender in twentieth century Mauritius is ethnographic. But even in this work, as Suzanne 
Chazan- Gillig has argued, “the terms ‘racial’ and ‘ethnic’ have almost become a social 
taboo.”25 
 This dissertation therefore expands the scope of analysis of twentieth century 
Mauritius. Employing cyclones as both historical markers and as a methodology reconfigures 
a number of historiographical conventions and analytical categories. Firstly, a history of 
cyclones in Mauritius offers a re-periodization of the island’s late-colonial and early-post 
colonial history.  The following chapters take the all-important agricultural riots of 1937, 
largely believed to be the genesis of modern Mauritian politics, and finds its origins in the 
deeper environmental and social history of the rural poor after a cyclone in 1892. They 
evaluate colonial “development” projects of mid-century in relation to a series of storms in 
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1945 and the ecological trauma caused by the Second World War. They expand the terrain of 
the history of decolonization by evaluating how popular and official notions of race, gender, 
and belonging changes in response to a major storm, Carol, in the years preceding the formal 
end of empire. These historiographical recalibrations emerge from a focus on natural 
disaster, the preparation for it and responses to it, and they bring to the fore new 
stakeholders, new actors, and new debates to the history of modern Mauritius by placing the 
histories and voices of the rural poor, Afro-Mauritians, and women at the fore of its analysis.  
As later chapters in this dissertation will show, local understandings of race, and the 
politics of race, often derided as “communalism” in the middle of the twentieth century, 
emerged as a salient way of articulating cultural and political difference in twentieth century 
Mauritius. Debates over racial belonging emerged front and center as the colony moved 
towards independence in 1968. These debates, while similar to those ongoing in 
decolonizing Kenya, Tanzania, South Africa and other Indian Ocean spaces, were, in 
Mauritius, marked by the fact that there is no indigenous population. The “first” people may 
well have been Swahili fisherman or European or Arab traders. The first inhabitants of 
Mauritians, however, were Dutch traders, followed later by French planters and the enslaved 
Africans who worked the cane fields. With the arrival of the British after the Napoleonic 
Wars and with the abolition of slavery in the western Indian Ocean in the 1830s began what 
Mauritians refer to as “the Great Experiment:” the indentured labor trade which saw 
hundreds of thousands of South Asia’s poor brought to Mauritius (and to Fiji, Trinidad, 
Ceylon, Malaya, and southern and eastern Africa). The arrival of Indian indentured labor and 
the development of the growth of the Indo-Mauritian ethno-racial category from agricultural 
underclass to post-colonial political elite has been a powerful historical thread running from 
the end of slavery to political independence in 1968.  
Unlike other parts of Indian Ocean Africa, race in Mauritius is not the product of 
lineage, blood, or descent.26 As these chapters will show, race was understood as a 
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historically-produced category and a category tied to the landscape of Mauritius through land 
ownership and a sense of physical permanence.  Diasporic narratives, particularly amongst 
Mauritians of Indian descent and African descent—Indo-Mauritians and Afro-Mauritians, 
respectively—lay at the heart of what it meant to belong to those groups. Aspects of these 
narratives like the shared memories of home, a trip across the kala pani (the dark waters of 
the Indian Ocean), life on the sugar cane field, and, in particular amongst Afro-Mauritians, 
the seasonal rhythms of cyclonic storms, were all important discursive touchpoints in the 
production of communal identities.  
Communalism, however, has largely been understood as a potential threat to the 
sustainability of the Mauritian state, in particular in the post-colonial era. As such, 
scholarship on race in Mauritius has tended to focus on questions of creolization and 
multiracial co-habitation. Mauritius often stands in as a ready-made laboratory for 
understanding race and globalization in the Global South. Studies of creolization have 
focused on language as the primary terrain for contesting belonging in Mauritius. 
Multilingual today, with English, French, and a handful of South Asian languages spoken, it 
is the vernacular Mauritian Creole which has emerged as an analytical entry point for 
understanding the formation of a national identity.27 Language has been an important and 
effective conceptual tool for laying claim to specific form of Mauritianess, and Creole has 
been emblematic in the post-colonial era as a mode of self-styled Mauritianisme, that is to say 
the idea of Mauritius as fundamentally creole: as neither purely African or Asian, but rather 
the product of centuries of history that spans the Indian Ocean.28 
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 However, centering race as a structuring force in Mauritian society can both 
illuminate and obscure. The categories Indo-Mauritian and Afro-Mauritian shed light on 
Mauritian society by emphasizing the power of physical and historical difference. But, of 
course, a term like Indo-Mauritian obscures class, religious, and linguistic differences 
amongst the vast array of peoples who trace their ancestry to South Asia. Afro-Mauritian less 
so as it is historically subsumed into the broader category of “Creole;” Afro-Mauritian, 
however, usually connotes phenotypical difference, shared history of slavery, and a shared 
class identity.  
While race often emerged as an explanatory model for understanding natural disaster 
and its effects, it was gender that both British and Mauritian actors saw at the most 
productive territory for building a more ecologically-resilient Mauritius. Gender as a category 
of analysis figures prominently in Mauritian historiography.  Marina Carter, Megan Vaughn, 
Vijaya Teelock, and Ramola Ramtohul point to an array of intersecting historical trajectories 
that produced a distinct vision of gendered difference in Mauritius and the Indian Ocean 
more broadly.29 In many cases, systems of labor emerge as a necessary predicate for the 
formation of specific gender identities. But labor is rarely a singular causal agent. These 
authors have disaggregated, in part, labor and gender by showing how deeply held 
commitments to identities that have spanned the Indian Ocean—from caste, to religion, to 
imperial citizenship—also inform how communities produce difference.   
With the exception of the third chapter which focuses exclusively on race, the 
following chapters track how the material changes brought by tropical cyclones, discourses 
of ecological resilience, processes of rebuilding, and ideas of race and gender became 
entwined.  They show that gender was often understood as the territory where race was 
more saliently articulated. British colonial officials, Mauritian intellectuals, and everyday men 
and women all saw gender as a space for debate over racial belonging and ecological 
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resilience. In similar fashion to Lata Mani’s analysis of sati in her 1998 work Contentious 
Traditions, debates at the intersection of gendered labor and social power, race, and natural 
disaster became “alibis for the civilizing mission and…a significant occasion for indigenous 
[or what approximates it in Mauritius] autocritique.”30 Women, their bodies, and their roles 
within the family and Mauritian society more broadly was the space for modifying the social 
worlds of the colony.  
 
Nature, Labor, and Settlement 15th-19th Centuries  
 
This dissertation’s focus is on the twentieth-century history of natural disaster in Mauritius. 
But the history it aims to show has much deeper roots in the islands long colonial history. 
The pre-conditions for what disaster social scientists conceived of as “vulnerability” were 
laid in the original settling of the colony and its transformation into a space directed 
primarily towards the efficient production of a lucrative global commodity: sugar. 
Between 1638 and 1710 Mauritius was a Dutch colony.  Established initially as a way 
point for the Dutch East India Company between the Cape of Good Hope and the East 
Indies, Mauritius quickly emerged as a potentially lucrative site for long-term colonization, 
not merely as a stopping point between Asia and Africa. But despite initial Dutch attempts at 
establishing a permanent site for settlement, challenges posed by the natural world proved to 
be formidable barriers to Dutch efforts. Cyclones were a particular challenge, as any 
attempts to establish a permanent base were destroyed. A powerful storm in 1695 effectively 
foreclosed on any long-term projects the Dutch. They eventually abandoned the island in the 
early 18th century. 
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As Vijaya Teelock has argued, one of the most enduring legacies of Dutch rule in 
Mauritius was the wanton neglect of the environment. The introduction of alien 
domesticated animals—dogs and pigs in particular—emerged as dangerous nuisances to the 
establishment of commercial livestock and of the deer population on the island. This 
resulted in the first legislation that restricted the importation and ownership of animals on 
the island. But the introduction of alien species harkened a broader process of 
environmental destruction, embodied above all by the extinction of the dodo, indigenous to 
Mauritius. The Dutch effectively eradicated the dodo, either by hunting it directly for meat 
or through the systematic destruction of its ecosystem.   
Not long after the Dutch abandoned Mauritius, the French came. In July of 1715, 
Dufrense d’Arsel arrived in Mauritius on the direction of the French king, naming it Ile de 
France. There are two major eras of French rule in Mauritius. The first, beginning in 1721 
and continuing until the middle of the 1760 was that of French East India Company rule. 
The second, from around 1767 until the 1810s, was that of the French crown. French rule 
lay the cultural, social, and economic foundations of modern Mauritius. It established the 
beginnings of a political elite, French-descendent Creole population, the Franco-Mauritians, 
and it gave the island a Francophone cultural and linguistic heritage that marks it today. But 
above all, French rule established Mauritius as a colony oriented towards agriculture. But like 
the Dutch the threat of rats and, in particular, cyclones left the initial French mission in 
Mauritius, then known as Île de France, unclear. Was it to be a self-sustaining colony or 
merely a stop to refresh ships moving through the Indian Ocean.  
Under the leadership of administrator of the French East India Company and 
governor of Mauritius beginning in 1735, Bertrand-Françoise Mahé de Labourdonnais, 
however, the economy of the island began to flourish. With an eye towards maintaining 
Mauritius as a provisioning station, he sought to direct the development of the colony along 
agricultural lines. He saw the development of Mauritius as complementary with its French 
neighbor, Réunion (Île de Bourbon). Initially he saw Mauritius as a potential naval station 
that would be supplied with timber from the island’s forests and Réunion as the “granary,” 
with the two islands working in union to build a connected singular economic unit. Under 
Labourdonnais’ leadership, Mauritius emerged, alongside Reunion, as a node of French 
political power throughout the Indian Ocean. The transition to company rule also produced 
new ecological relationships between residents of Île de France, capital, and the natural 
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world. Under company rule, the island had undergone dramatic deforestation. The wanton 
use of fire to clear land for spice or indigo cultivation rendered the soil unable to support 
new tree growth.  
After 1767 Mauritius ceased to be governed by the French East India Company and 
became a Royal Colony. The end of company rule brought about a transformation in the 
ways in which governing officials managed the natural resources of the island. Pierre Poivre, 
the first “intendant” appointed in Mauritius after the French East India Company, sent 
increasingly alarmed reports back to Franc about the crumbling ecology of the island that 
had resulted from company rule. Poivre’s role as an administrator and as a manager of the 
island’s multiple biomes was regards to the economic development of the island and the 
French stewardship of the natural world, perhaps no other figure is more significant during 
French rule that Pierre Poivre. During his brief stint as an administrator in Mauritius, 1767-
1772, Poivre sought to transform the colony into one that could both produce a cash crop 
on an industrial scale—spices—as well as one that could employ sustainable farming 
practices and regime of conservation. Perhaps most famously, he also founded the world-
renown botanical gardens at Pampelmousses.31  
Despite Poivre’s attempts at a less rapacious approach to the natural world and to 
institute a more sustainable approach to building an agriculturally-based economy, by the 
end of the eighteenth century, the economy of Île de France was struggling. Failed attempts 
at a spice economy and indigo production existed alongside sugar, but never found their 
footing as a durable component of the colonial economy. Auguste Toussaint has argued that 
in addition to a stagnant economy, the French also incurred heavy losses from piracy was an 
encouragement for the French dispose of the colony, the British saw Mauritius as a colony 
that could potential cement their foothold on the Indian Ocean, a region increasingly 
attractive to both the British crown and to business interests working throughout South and 
East Asia. With a military defeat of the French in 1810 and the formalization of political rule 
in 1814, the British assumed control of Mauritius. 
One of the most dramatic changes pursued by the newly established British 
government was to put an end to the illegal slave trade in the southwest Indian Ocean. While 
officially outlawed in 1810, an illegal trade still flourished in this part of the world, as French 
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agriculturalists still relied heavily on unfree labor, and slavery was only officially abolished in 
early 1835, after which planters were compensated for their losses. Enslaved peoples were 
increasingly the foundational component of a growing sugar industry on the island 
throughout the late French period. The outlawing of slavery would have profound effects on 
the historical development of the island. In the years following its ending, the the colonial 
government embarked on what contemporary Mauritians refer to as the “Great 
Experiment,” the mass importation of South Asian indentured laborers to work the sugar 
cane fields of Mauritius, the vast majority of which came from the region of Bihar in north-
central India.  
The arrival of South Asian laborers would swing the demographic numbers of the 
island dramatically. By the turn of the twentieth century, Indo-Mauritians would make up the 
vast majority of the island’s population. Like the enslaved Africans that worked the fields 
before them, Indians formed new communities in diaspora, relationships that were initially 
mediated by labor practices and the exigencies of the sugar economy. Alongside religious 
traditions, cultural practices, and languages that originated in India came new forms of 
articulating group inclusion or exclusions, practices of caste, diet, and, importantly, language, 
as mentioned in earlier parts of this introduction. As Vijaya Teelock has argued, processes of 
“morcellement,” the subdivision of large estates into smaller plots for small, mostly Indian 
farmers, catalyzed the development of a distinct “Indo-Mauritian culture, as new villages, 
communal centers, and social relationships developed off-site from the sugar fields where 
those communities had worked for decades prior. This process of community building is 
further interrogated in the first chapter of this dissertation.  
British rule in Mauritius also ushered in a new relationship with the natural world. 
While emphasizing the productive capacity the island had for sugar, Mauritius also emerged 
as a kind of ecological Eden, a place with rare flora and fauna existed without. Although 
initially neglected for the first thirty years of British rule, Poivre’s Pampelmousses gardens 
emerged as an antipodean Kew in mid-century, a place where botanical research was carried 
out on tropical flora. By the late nineteenth century, however, sugar emerged as the primary 
vector that determined the relationship between statecraft and stewardship of the natural 
world. Alongside the mitigation of disease, it is the tropical cyclone that emerged most 
dramatically as the central natural threat within the broader political economy of the island.  
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In Mauritius, the first efforts to build an infrastructure of scientific inquiry into 
tropical cyclones began in the middle of the nineteenth century. In 1832 the colonial 
government commissioned an observatory on the Port Louis wharf. At this fairly 
rudimentary station, meteorological observations were only part of its mission; officials who 
manned the station were instructed to track time and “magnetic elements” critical for 
nautical navigation, in addition to taking wind, barometric pressure, and temperature 
records.32 By 1860 the responsibilities of the observatory were such that the location at the 
wharf proved to be unsuitable, guarded as Port Louis was by mountains that would warp the 
readings.33 A new, more sophisticated observatory was needed. 
Walter Meldrum, a Scottish mathematician who arrived in Mauritius in 1846 from 
Bombay to teach at the Royal College of Mauritius, was one of the loudest voices in the 
colony calling for a new observatory. Meldrum, who had founded a “meteorology society” 
shortly after his arrival in Mauritius, quickly noted the significance Mauritius could hold in 
developing an institutionally-supported research agenda into tropical cyclones. In his plea to 
the colonial state to abandon the wharf meteorological station in favor of a much larger and 
well-supported observatory, he noted that “the colony is admirably adapted 
for…meteorological observations” and especially well placed to study the formations of 
cyclones, “being situated in the very track of the rotary storms of this hemisphere.”34 From 
the outset, then, cyclones were front and center of the concerns Mauritian colonial officials 
tasked with understanding the natural world. 
In response to the limitations and possibilities highlighted by Meldrum, and with the 
enthusiastic endorsement of the then governor of the colony, Henry Barkley, the colonial 
government commissioned a new observatory to be built near the botanic gardens at 
Pampelmousses, to the north of Port Louis.  In the period between the establishment of this 
new observatory and the closing of the older one in Port Louis, Meldrum was named 
“observer general” of the colony. Shortly after he traveled to Kew with the support of the 
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president of the Royal Society and the British Meteorological Office, where he sought to 
familiarize himself with the working of an observatory and to acquire the instruments 
necessary for its functioning. In 1874, the Royal Alfred Observatory (RAO) opened, with 
Meldrum as its first director, where he would remain until 1895. 
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the scientific study of tropical 
cyclones in Mauritius, a then-British island colony in the southwest Indian Ocean, changed 
from a search for causes to an analysis of effects. In particular, this shift sought to 
understand how those effects shaped the sugar industry of the island, the backbone of the 
island’s economy. This was a transformation that inaugurated the field of “agro-
meteorology.”  In the wake of a catastrophic and unpredicted 1892 storm, “cyclonology,” as 
the study of these storms was then known, moved away from producing models of cyclone 
generation, movement, and prediction in favor of better understanding how these storms 
were part of both a natural and political ecology oriented at maximizing the production of 
sugar. This shift corresponded with the tenure of two prominent meteorologists on the 
island—Charles Meldrum and Albert Walter—both erstwhile directors of the Royal Albert 
Observatory (RAO) in Mauritius, one of the most prestigious meteorological research 
centers in the nineteenth century Indian Ocean World. For both Meldrum and Walter, much 
of their time in Mauritius was devoted to better understanding cyclones in Mauritius and the 
Indian Ocean World more broadly. Meldrum’s work on the formation and behavior of 
cyclones, while groundbreaking in the questions it asked, was transformed by his eventual 
successor, Walter, whose work focused more pointedly on the meteorological effects 
cyclones had on the sugar economy of the island. He wanted to know how cyclone winds, 
rains, temperature variations, and humidity fluctuations affected the health of the island’s 
sugarcane, firmly situating new research questions on cyclones as a constitutive part of the 
political ecology of the island, where the interests of sugar scientists and meteorologists met 
in the service of the sugar industry and the sustainability of the British colonial state. To this 
end, agro-meteorology refigured popular and scientific ideas of the cyclone in Mauritius. No 
longer were they disastrous events, but rather familiar meteorological phenomena that could, 
if properly understood, even benefit the efficient production of sugar.  
 Looking back on the historical significance of the 1892 storm, Albert Walter noted 
that as “Terrible as the privations were [here he is referencing the disastrous storms of the 
nineteenth century, and in particular the 1892 storm], they mark the commencement of a 
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new era in the history of Mauritius, an era of progress and industrial development such as 
the island has never seen before.” Walter’s historical observation is quite accurate. The 1892 
storm heralded a new era in the colony where tropical cyclones shaped how the colonial 
state managed its economy, its subjects, and its natural environment It is in the aftermath of 
the cyclone of 1892 where this dissertation begins. 
 
Chapter Outlines 
 
The first chapter examines the intersecting histories of crop science, cyclone science, and the 
small agricultural family in early twentieth century Mauritius.  It centers around a colony-
wide work disruption in 1937, where both field workers and small Indo-Mauritian planters 
revolted against a rise in prices that sugar mills paid for Uba, a “cyclone-proof” sugar cane 
variety which was popular amongst small planters. It explicitly links the 1892 cyclone with 
the political  and social conditions that lay at the center of peasant critiques that defined this 
disruption, an event is largely understood to be a turning point in modern Mauritian history, 
when the political aspirations of Indo-Mauritian and portions of the Creole population 
congealed through the work of the newly-formed Labour Party. What this chapter shows is 
that the history of the so-called Uba Riots has deeper roots in a history that links sugar 
biologic, cyclone science, and gender, and subaltern strategies of ecological resilience. It 
reconsiders the 1937 storms by showing that they were less an equal and opposite reaction 
to a cut in the prices paid for Uba, and more the continent outcome of multiple threads of 
environmental and social change in Mauritius.  
 The second chapter picks up after the 1937 riots to examine the ways in which a 
shift towards “development” as an operative ideology of colonial rule intersected with 
natural disaster, ecological management, and public health. Specifically, it looks at the ways 
in which women emerged as constituent elements of a broader effort to mitigate the effects 
of disease and disaster in mid-century Mauritius.  The chapter shows how women emerged 
as the biological intermediaries between the natural world and the social as stewards of 
children and makers of food. It focuses particularly on dramatic state-led intervention into 
the biological lives of Mauritians. It concludes by examing how Indo-Mauritian intellectuals, 
ascendant in the public sphere in the 1940s and 1950s, mobilized questions of biological and 
ecological health in service of early forms of racial and communal solidarity.  
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 The third chapter examines race and the aftermath of the catastrophic 1960 cyclone 
Carol, the most powerful storm in Mauritius’ history.  One of the most dramatic 
consequences of Carol was the establishment of a publicly-funded cyclone-proof housing 
scheme, which saw the construction of thousands of single-family housing units constructed 
throughout the island. In a handful of years, cités, as the cyclone-proof estates became 
known, had flourished all over the island. Increasingly, they became home to hundreds of 
thousands of Afro-Mauritian Creoles. This chapter examines the ways in which popular 
conceptions of racial community and national belonging transformed as a consequence of 
the spatial transformations sparked by the cités, changes which occurred at the cusp of 
national independence in 1968.  
 Lastly, the final chapter outlines the ways in which cyclone Carol and the 
construction of the cités brought to a head nearly a decade of official anxiety over 
overpopulation. Gripped by fears that Mauritius’ national economy was laid vulnerable by a 
potent mix of overpopulation and economic ruin brought by cyclones, late-colonial and early 
post-colonial officials set out to “modernize” the Mauritian family in the wake of Carol, to 
adapt conjugal life to the meteorological and economic realities that Mauritians faced. As this 
logic went, the smaller the family and the deeper they were invested in owning a cyclone-
proof home, the less catastrophic a future landfalling storm would be. This chapter examines 
how women’s bodies again became the central territory where future debates over the 
sustainability of the country were to be made. It also tracks how the conjugal worlds of the 
subaltern became pathologized and woven into discourses of development and nation 
building at a time of political transition.  
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CHAPTER 1  
 
THE MANY LIVES OF UBA: 
NATURAL DISASTER, FAMILY, AND COMMUNITY IN THE EARLY 
TWENTIETH CENTURY 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In July of 1937 a Mauritian sugar cane laborer named Francis staged a protest: he stayed 
home from work. His action was in response to a rumor had begun to filter through the 
Indo-Mauritian rural poor, many of whom worked on the island’s large sugar estates and also 
owned small plots of land where they grew some cane of their own. The rumor, which 
would eventually be revealed as truth, was that the island’s sugar mills would cut the price 
they paid for the popular Uba variety cane by fifteen percent. For many small Indo-
Mauritian farming families, Uba was their preferred cane, and as such the decision to 
unilaterally pay eighty five percent of normal was met with widespread anger. Francis, who 
worked at the large Beau Champ sugar estate in the eastern region of Flacq, decided that the 
price cut in Uba, coupled with the meager salary he earned as a field laborer, was a step too 
far. According to a testimony provided by a fellow laborer, Ramnarain Beedah, Francis 
decided to stay home from the fields. Why work, he observed, if the decrease in price in Uba 
would effectively make any labor he did meaningless?35  
Francis was not alone in protesting. In late July and August of 1937, the cane fields 
of Mauritius were aflame.  Small Indo-Mauritian planters and laborers, sparked by the cut to 
the price paid for Uba had, with the encouragement and organization of new political actors 
in the colony, in particular the nascent Mauritius Labor Party (Parti Travailliste), showed for 
the first time a collective dissatisfaction with a decision made by powerful Franco-Mauritian 
planters. Hundreds of workers descended on the sugar fields of Union Flacq estate in anger. 
Brandishing sticks and threatening violence, the owners of the estate shot recklessly into the 
air, and in so doing ignited waves of violence that would see tens of laborers killed, riots 
                                                        
35 Déposition de Ramnarain Beedah. 8 September, 1937. Le Radical, Port Louis, Mauritius.  
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spread from the fields to Port Louis, the capital city, and the colony become embroiled by 
political questions over the dignity, practicality, and economic longevity of field labor.  
This chapter examines the context and causes of this anger that manifested in 
political violence in 1937. Rather than narrate a series of events that produced a spark of 
violence, it offers an environmental history “from below” by framing this moment as the 
intersection of multiple social, scientific, and environmental processes. It argues that the 
riots were not only an outcome of a set of economic policies that pushed the Indo-Mauritian 
rural poor to the margins of the colonial economy or the top-down political machinations of 
the Labour Party as is most often suggested36, but also the contingent outcome of the 
intersection of two distinct histories: an environmental history of cyclone science, sugar 
expertise, and scientific exclusion and a social and cultural history of an emergent Indo-
Mauritian Hindu identity.  
Just as the broader dissertation argues for a proportional role for natural catastrophe 
in modern Mauritian history, this chapter begins by arguing that the 1937 Uba Riots, an 
event largely understood to be the inaugural moment of the contemporary political history 
of modern Mauritius, has its roots, in part, in the history cyclone science. It shows how the 
institutional responses to a major cyclone in 1892 produced an economic and scientific 
environment that sought to produce a “cyclone-proof cane.” Uba was an outcome of these 
efforts.  The second argument, and the one the chapter devotes most of its time to, is that 
the ecological resilience and steady income provided by Uba sustained, in part, the social 
worlds of small planters and estate workers. Drawing on the testimonies of small planters 
and the publications of the Hindu revivalist organization the Arya Samaj, the second half of 
this chapter shows that notions of gendered difference that mark the testimonies of striking 
planters emerged in early twentieth century Mauritius in relation to cane labor, family, and 
religious community. The cut to the price of Uba was not merely an additional indignity 
heaped upon small planters, therefore (although it most surely was), but also an existential 
threat to their social worlds.  
The chapter begins by tracking the political history of the small planter. It then 
analyses the scientific history of Uba, a history embedded in Indian Ocean networks of 
                                                        
36 Simmons, Modern Mauritius; Hazareesingh, History of Indians in Mauritius; Selvon, A New Comprehensive History of 
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The World Sugar Economy in War and Depression (New York and London: Routledge, 1988). 
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exchange of biomaterial and meteorological expertise and born of efforts to produce a 
“cyclone-proof” sugar cane variety.  From then, it shows how the much-celebrated 
ecological resilience of Uba to the winds and rains of cyclones sustained the precarious lives 
of small planters. To access this story, I examine the testimonies of planters who engaged in 
the 1937 riots. These were interviews with a factfinding body, the Hooper Commission, 
created by the colonial state, but that were never included in the final report. The interviews 
were published at the times they were collected, however, in the colony’s newspapers. These 
testimonies of the small planters speak to the urgency of the fall in the price of Uba by 
engaging in a discursive strategy that emphasized the critical role that Uba played in the 
social world of the family. Almost uniformly, the interviewed strikers, all of whom were men 
with one exception, expressed their fears of a life without a market for Uba as one where 
women worked more than was acceptable, where children were malnourished and worked 
the fields, and where practices of Hindu propriety were left unattainable. When these 
testimonies are brought into conversation with government reports on the political and 
social realities of the rural poor, sugar science studies, the history of cyclone science in the 
colony, and forms of popular engagement on the part of Hindu revivalist organizations, 
what emerges is a picture of early twentieth century Mauritius where questions of ecological 
resilience informed even the most intimate spaces of everyday life. 
 
The History and Politics of the Small Planter 
 
Before evaluating the scientific history and social significance of Uba, I trace here the 
background to the riots of 1937 and the political transformations they engendered. When 
the British assumed control of Mauritius in the early nineteenth century, they gained political 
control over a population of French-descendant sugar plantation owners, the Franco-
Mauritian planters. These planters had accumulated significant amounts of land and wealth 
through the export of cane sugar, around which the Mauritian economy (and its politics) 
were increasingly dependent. With the abolition of slavery in the 1830s, the British 
compensated Franco-Mauritian planters for their “losses” and began to import South Asian 
labor to the colony to replace African labor on the sugar estates. This is a process that has 
marked Trinidad and Tobago, British Guyana, Malaya, Fiji, as well southern and eastern 
Africa in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. And while Mauritius was the site where this 
 
 
 27 
process first began, it has been one of the most enduring social experiments of the history of 
the British Empire, as the broader South Asian diaspora has come to mark the political and 
social trajectories of Caribbean and of Africa in particular, where questions of race, nation, 
and citizenship in the colonial and post-colonial world.37 
Global macro-economic processes marked Mauritian society and politics in the 
second half of the nineteenth century when large estate planters saw themselves as 
increasingly under the threat of losing their share of this commodity market. Between the 
1860s and 1900s a five-fold surge in global sugar production reduced the island’s global 
share in the sugar market. The increased production of beet sugar and the resulting drops in 
global sugar prices further threatened Franco-Mauritian political interests. It was increasingly 
clear, then, that Mauritius was more vulnerable the more it was exposed it was to global 
sugar markets. Keenly aware of their predicament, however, Franco-Mauritian planters were 
frustrated with the extent to which the colonial state provided little to no financial assistance 
or even substantive insulation from the vicissitudes of the global sugar market.38 And as 
Richard Allen has shown, it was this frustration at a lack of “foreign” (i.e. metropolitan) 
capital that pushed the planter elite to look domestically for ways to cultivate new spaces of 
capital.  
This need to generate forms of local forms of capital was most concretely articulated 
through the processes of morcellement, when sugar estates owned, in large part, by Franco-
Mauritians, divided and sold small plots of land on the estate to Indian laborers who could 
plant their own sugar cane. The grand morcellement, the largest moment of this process of the 
subdivision of large estates dates to the 1860s and, as Allen as shown, was a process that 
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occurred in the areas surrounding the capital, Port Louis, the colony’s capital.  The process 
accelerated again at the turn of the century. This time around it lasted a number of decades. 
Over a ten-year period in the 1880s, the number of Indian proprietors increased to 46.5 
percent of the island’s total. Using “a mix of personal savings, loans, and joint-purchase 
agreements,” Indians were quickly becoming a larger percentage of the sugar producing 
population on the island.39 By the 1920s, Indians account for 93% of the islands sugar 3,260 
“planters,” while owning only approximately 37% of the land under cultivation. So while the 
numbers reflect a rapid increase in the amounts of Indians owning and cultivating land in the 
colony, and while some contemporary observers saw Indians making “small fortunes” 
relative to their peasant brethren who had remained in India, ownership of land did not 
necessarily mean economic autonomy, as the sugar industry’s technological capital (mills and 
factories, for example) still remained under the control of large planters.4041 It should also be 
noted that although there was a dramatic increase of Indian landowners, many of these small 
planters remained under the employment of estate owners. One could, and indeed often 
was, a small cultivator of sugar cane while also a laborer on an estate, as many of the actors 
in later sections of this chapter were. In many cases that estate was quite distant from the 
plot of land owned by the small farmer. The largest single group of Indians who purchased 
land throughout the decades of morcellement claimed agricultural employment: “gardeners, 
agricultural laborers, sirdars [cane field employment overseers], cultivators, and planters.”42  
But for the purposes of large estate owners, morcellement must be seen as two-fold process, 
one where local sources of capital were created to ensure the viability of large estates and of 
insulating themselves from the increasingly competitive global sugar market. 
The precarity of employment opportunities and the low wages that were paid for 
them were critical thematic sites in the political mobilization of workers done by the newly-
formed Maurtius Labor Party, founded by Dr. Maurice Curé, a Creole intellectual and 
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physician. Elite Creole intellectuals dominated politics in 1930s Mauritius.43 Politicians like 
Raoul Rivet and Edgar Laurent had opened up a space for a nascent Creole political identity 
in the early part of the century, as they moved away from a nineteenth century racial political 
paradigm where Creole politicians, the descendants of free people of color (gens de couler libre) 
often situated their racial and political aspirations in the conservative Franco-Mauritian 
political arena. The 1920s and 1930s saw growth of a working-class Creole population in the 
capital of Port Louis, however, which produced new organizing constituencies and political 
voices. This population was largely made up of artisans, dockworkers and petty clerks who 
were eligible to vote. And like Franco-Mauritian and elite Creoles, these urban workers were 
largely Catholic. As such, Creole politics in the early twentieth century emerged around 
questions of urban labor and articulated through the Catholic Church. 44 It was this urban 
Creole community that formed the early base of Maurice Curé’s political aspirations.  
But despite a foundational urban constituency, it was Curé’s work amongst the rural 
poor that catalyzed the Labor Party to prominence. In 1936 he organized the first of many 
protests—a march on Port Louis by field laborers—where he gave an impassioned speech 
on the need for higher wages, hospital care, and unions. This political action took official 
form the Mauritius Labor Party in 1936 as well as the Société de Bienfaisance des Travaillers, a 
nonpolitical workers’ benevolent society. The party gained momentum with the ascent of 
another Creole leader, Emmanuel Anquetil. Like Curé, Anquetil was educated in England (as 
a ship carpenter) and had also tried to join the Royal Navy during World War I and was 
turned away. Upon his return to Mauritius, he was horrified by the labor conditions of the 
island, particularly after the great depression. Anquetil was significantly more militant in his 
politics than Curé and “worked with a religious devotion.”45 And while the founding of the 
Labor Party and its attention to the agricultural working class of Mauritius is significant in 
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that it signaled the first substantive mass political alignment of the poor on the island, it was 
also significant in that it was a party that was non-racial. Curé embodied a significant change 
from the conservative politics of earlier Creole intellectuals in that he tied the political 
fortunes of non-European Mauritians to each other. Curé quickly appointed Indian leaders 
within the party, some of whom were quick to court the support of labor leaders in England 
and intellectuals with Fabian developmentalist ideological commitments.  
Questions of political and social life in rural Mauritius in the early twentieth century 
were products of morcellement. The process catalyzed an exodus of laborers from living on the 
cane fields to their own plots of land where many had begun to built straw huts, grouped 
those huts into villages, and plant their own small amounts of cane on their land.46 By the 
1930s the terms of employment for field laborers usually fell into two categories, therefore. 
The first were laborers and the families who did not own their own plots of land and still 
lived on the estate. This would require travel between the estate and their offsite plots of 
land if they were also small famers. In lieu of wages, these workers were usually paid in the 
form of food rations: rice, dhal, and lentils. They were also provided a salary of ten rupees a 
month.47 By the 1930s, however, many had obtained their own land through morcellement, 
These were, nominally, “free laborers,” but were in large part impoverished, despite their 
land ownership where they produced their own sugar. In many cases, however, small 
planters still did work on the fields, most often hired for daily work and under the 
supervision of sirdars.  
 
Cyclone Science, Sugar Science, and the Origins of Uba 
 
As the political worlds of the small planter transformed during the late nineteenth and first 
half of the twentieth century, so did the sugar crop they harvested. Throughout the decades 
surrounding the turn of the century, the very biological make up of sugar came under the 
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investigative eye of a collection of new scientific research institutions tasked with making the 
island’s monocrop more profitable.  This section tracks these transformations and positions 
them as the scientific background to the social unrest that would grip the colony in the 
1930s.  
The origins of the Uba can variety and, by extension, the 1937 crises, lay in events 
forty-five years earlier; in the aftermath of an exceptionally powerful cyclone in 1892. For 
decades before the landfall of the 1892 storm, cyclone scientists had attempted to produce, 
without much success, models for understanding the generation, internal make up, and 
future tracks of cyclones in the Indian Ocean. This was an attempt spearheaded by the long-
time head of the local Royal Alfred Observatory, Charles Meldrum. The technological and 
methodological limitations of this endeavor in the late nineteenth century were profound, 
however, despite Meldrum’s confidence in his research trajectory, and the 1892 cyclone 
showed that these challenges endured. The storm occurred well after Meldrum’s departure 
from Mauritius but exposed the inability of the RAO to provide the colony with reliable 
forecasting models. Indeed, as the storm approached Mauritius, the observatory sent 
telegrams to the capital city, Port Louis, indicating that the island would be spared the worst 
of the storm.48  In the decades following the storm, a new field of research called 
“agrometeorology” emerged in Mauritius under the leadership of a cyclone scientist and 
director of the RAO, Albert Walter. Walter’s work sought to integrate the research questions 
meteorologists pursued with the needs of the sugar economy in order to construct a body of 
knowledge about sugar production that allowed for cane growers to mitigate their risks by 
breeding stronger cane, planting in more advantageous areas, and knowing the biological 
structure of the canes they grew.49 
 As William Storey notes, it was large estate owners who worked closely with these 
new institutions of sugar science while small planters were largely excluded from access to 
technological advancements.50 These advancements were multiple: improved planting and 
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harvesting machinery, more sophisticated meteorological knowledge, and access to imported 
cane material from other parts of the world. The research that drove these changes took 
place in institutions like the Sugarcane Research Station (SRS), founded in 1892, and Station 
Agronomique established in 1893, both founded with urgency in the wake of cyclone to 
produce new methods of protecting crops. These were changes and advancements driven in 
part by the Mauritius Chamber of Agriculture, founded in 1853, which represented the 
interests of large estate owners.51 Indeed, it was the Chamber, and not the government, that 
speared headed scientific reforms in the era after the 1892 storm. The Chamber effectively 
drove the research agenda of institutions like the SRS and Station Agronomique; it was so 
powerful, in Storey’s estimation, that they were for all intents and purposes “a shadow 
government.”52 Capital and scientific expertise were intimately linked in late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century Mauritius. 
The intersection of interests and research questions between sugar scientists at the 
SRS and Station Agronomique and growing research in applied cyclonology from the 
Observatory produced a kind of El Dorado- type thinking amongst estate owners, sugar 
biologists, and meteorologists in early twentieth century Mauritius. Collectively, the colony 
sought to produce a perfect cane; one with a biological constitution that would make it 
“indigenous” to the environment. An ideal cane would be high yielding, but also cyclone 
proof, meaning that was fibrous enough to bend winds and with a deep enough root system 
to not be uprooted, as well. A deep root system would also allow for greater drought 
resilience.  
Uba was, in part, the controversial outcome of the work conducted by these research 
institutions within Mauritius and networks of expertise that spanned the Indian Ocean 
World. In 1940, G.C. Stevenson, the senior geneticist at the SRS published an investigative 
study into Uba’s biological origins in order to understand why it had become so important in 
Mauritius. The cane’s history elides a straightforward explanation. It appears to initially have 
been a historical accident of sorts, an outcome of networks of labor and scientific expertise 
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that crisscrossed the Indian Ocean throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century. Uba Marot was, along with Uba de Riche Fund, the two dominant Mauritian 
derivatives of the Uba cane, and the variant that would become post popular amongst small 
planters. The Uba Marot cane was “discovered” by a Mr. L. Marot near the village of Gros 
Caillous in August 1923. It occurred “as a rogue in a field of old rattoons [cane that had been 
cut but its roots not removed]” of a different SRS variant and “propagated widely on 
account of its extreme vigor of growth.”53 But Stevenson was weary of its “randomness.” 
While appearing to be an indigenous cane, a cytological analysis suggested that it was a 
hybrid cane—a cross between a “noble” (saccharum officinarum) and wild (saccharum spontaneum) 
cane. In the early part of the twentieth century, noble canes were thought to be originally 
indigenous to northern India, and to the subcontinent more broadly. With this in mind, 
Stevenson posited that because he had first spotted Uba growing in Mauritius around Hindu 
temples and noticed that some devotees used the leaves of the cane in religious rituals, that 
the cane had arrived in the middle of the nineteenth century on the ships bringing 
indentured laborers from South Asia. After all, Uba bore a striking resemblance, in 
Stevenson’s estimation, to a cane variety he had developed in Tamil Nadu.54  Uba de Riche 
Fund, on the other hand, had a more straightforward history. Riche Fund cane, named after 
the estate on which it was planted, was a seedling first imported from the cane fields of 
nearby Natal, South Africa. It’s unclear just how different the Riche Fund variety was from 
its South African parent seed, but rumors purported that it derived its name from the bags in 
which it arrived, labeled DURBAN, but with the D, R, and N not entirely visible.55   
Both Uba Marot and Uba Riche Fund seemed to be a god-sent, therefore, as they 
were the closet any planter or scientist had seen to be a cyclone-proof cane. Its ecological 
resilience thrust it front and center of the scientific expertise on the island. Uba Marot was, 
in the late 1920s, used a parent cane in breeding schemes. From the first seedlings produced 
by its crossing with other canes, both noble and wild, “it was evident that it was able to 
transmit is growth vigour.” One particular successful variant was crossed with an analogous 
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super-cane—POJ 2878—a variety originally bred the east Indies by the Dutch at their world 
renown station, the Proefstation Oost Java (POJ). Uba variants thus proliferated throughout 
the island, as multiple varieties of the cane became popular.  
The Hooper Commission, the commission of inquiry into the Uba Riots, concluded 
from the outset that political instability revolved around the question of access to and 
management of sugar cane, the so-called Uba Question.56 To be certain, Uba was a unique 
variant of cane. It was both highly resistant to pests and natural disaster, and these 
characteristics alone allowed for small farmers to produce a marginal profit with decidedly 
less daily care for the cane than other, more fragile varieties. The “Uba Question” therefore,  
was defined in part by climate and by science. And more specifically, it was a question about 
natural disaster. As the Hooper Commission itself noted, Uba had a particular social and 
ecological niche. The report on the 1937 riots noted as much: 
 
Indeed in normal years the rainfall is sufficient to ensure a good crop, but when a 
shortage occurs in the rainfall, the resulting drought as a lamentable effect on the 
crop, which partly dries up. Another natural calamity is the periodical occurrence of 
cyclones. These are risks to which the sugar planter has been exposed ever since the 
inception of the industry in Mauritius which not insurance can be contracted save at 
prohibited rate. The unfortunate planter has to bear these losses as philosophically as 
he can.57 
 
Small planters’ approach to survival was less philosophical than it was practical, however, 
and grounded in the strategic deployment of biotechnical advancements of the colony.  
Indeed, in order to understand significance of the cut to Uba, one has to understand 
its material constitution. Its cyclone-resistance consisted, primarily, of two components: its 
deep root structure and its highly fibrous interior. This fiber allowed for a number of 
benefits: it could bend in cyclone winds and it amplified the weight of the cane when it was 
weighed at mills (thereby increasing the amount that the mills would pay). Both Uba Marot 
and Uba de Riche Fund were highly fibrous and had deep root systems. These characteristics 
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allowed for the cane to bend in cyclone winds, to resist being uprooted in those winds, and 
to thrive in poor and dry soil.58 Uba’s milling also resulted in a large amount of bagasse, after 
it was milled. Bagasse, the biomaterial left after a cane is milled, was (and still is) highly useful. 
At the beginning of the twentieth century, bagasse was collected and burned by small planter 
families as a source of fuel and of heat. One small planter, Ramdeeal Banwary, noted that 
often times mills would retain the bagasse that they milled for the small planters for their own 
energy uses, a fact that persistently frustrated planters.59 The confiscation of the residual 
bagasse of Uba was therefore seen as an additional cut into the usability of this versatile 
cane.60 Its fibrousness, however, rendered it too expensive to crush and planters ultimately 
abandoned it for higher-yielding, yet more fragile options. Indo-Mauritian small landholders, 
however, quickly adopted it.61 For these farmers Uba was a miracle: not only was it disease 
and cyclone resistant, but it required little day to day care and the farmers were paid not by 
the purity of the juice produced, but rather by the raw tonnage of cane they brought to the 
mills.  
By 1936, global sugar prices hit rock bottom.62 In what is likely not a coincidence, by 
1936 the ever-reliable Uba was omnipresent amongst small planters in Flacq as a threadbare 
source of income that sustained . At the large Sans Souci estate mill in 1936, of the 156,000 
tons of cane crushed and of the dozens of possible varieties there in, between 18,000-20,000 
of those were Uba grown by small planters. Uba was part of a broader political ecology of 
risk vulnerability—as cyclones, drought, and increasingly profitable forms of sugar cane 
continued to push small planters to the economic margins of Mauritian life—Uba emerged 
as a critical component of keeping families economically afloat. The next section turns to the 
broader ecological risks small planters faced, what role Uba played in the rural economy, and 
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the economic asymmetries that developed around access to sugar bioscience and 
government responses to natural disaster.  
Political Ecologies of the Small Planter 
 
Mauritian small planters were increasingly entangled in global commodity markets, markets 
where volatility was tied not only to questions of political change and imperial fiscal policy, 
but also to the vicissitudes of the natural world. At the same time, however, they were 
excluded from institutional production of scientific knowledge on sugar science that the 
previous section outlined, knowledge built to mitigate the threats of nature.   
While the 1930s were bleak in terms of the broader success of global markets, they 
were boom years for some of the large estates engaged in plant breeding.  As the pressures 
of the global economic crisis of 1929 depressed markets, large planters and representatives 
of the Chamber of Commerce sought to push back against these market changes through 
strategic cane breeding. To do so,  they sought to develop hardier varieties that would 
withstand ecological pressures. But it was not only global economic conditions which 
disrupted the sugar market. Meteorological conditions throughout the island put the sugar 
crop’s profits under pressure. Between 1930 and 1937, the island was struck by eight notable 
cyclonic storms and four periods of prolonged drought. These forms of natural disaster—
acute and slow moving, respectively—shaped cane growth by modifying sun exposure, 
temperature, and dryness. These modifications would lead to minimal but economically-
significant fluctuations in the percentage of sucrose purity that the canes rendered. While 
drought was especially potent force in terms of destabilizing cane purity, cyclones proved to 
be even more catastrophic in that they could lead to the whole-sale destruction of 
percentages of the crop. A storm in 1931, for example, plunged the sugar economy into 
dramatic losses. The then-Governor Wilfred Edward Francis Jackson argued that the 
“Council of Government” (the body of appointed and elected men of wealth and power that 
would become the Legislative Assembly in the 1940s) must “plainly acknowledge [that the 
storm was] a crisis in the economic history of Mauritius.”63 A lack of archival evidence 
makes it unclear what the effects of this storm, not to mention the other seven of that 
decade, or the successive droughts were on the everyday lives of the agricultural poor. 
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Broader economic patterns would suggest that they pushed small planters into dire straits, 
resulting in, one could surmise, more day-laborer work on the large estates and increased 
workloads for women and children.  
Earlier evidence around moments of natural catastrophe point to chronic small-
planter vulnerability throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth century. Droughts and 
seasonal cyclones marked the rhythms of life for the agricultural poor in Mauritius. For the 
vast majority of small planters, and in particular those who both worked on the large estates 
and grew their own crop, a natural disaster left them with little recourse beyond filing 
petitions for government assistance through the office of the “Protector of Immigrants,” a 
bureaucratic position that existed in each colony where indentured South Asian labor was 
used.  After a major 1908 cyclone, for example, the Protector of Immigrants files contain 
numerous claims made by Indo-Mauritian small farmers throughout the island. These claims 
are illustrative of a number of the political and social limitations that faced Indo-Mauritians 
not only at times of crises, but in the broader political moment of the early twentieth 
century. In on March 6 1908, for example, less than one week after the storm had made 
landfall on the first, a group of Indian proprietors in the city of Rose Hill made a claim for 
assistance to rebuild their “small houses.”64 Fifty residents petitioned the governor of the for 
permission to go into the nearby Reduit forest to acquire timber (only from trees damaged 
by the cyclone) to be able to rebuild their own homes.  The official noted that their claims 
were perceived to be valid because the damage to their homes had been specifically caused 
by the cyclone, and was therefore understood to be legitimate.  But even then, the governor 
seemed unconvinced. He asked for a government representative to be sent to each home in 
Rose Hill to evaluate the validity of each claim, and even suggested that they use the more-
easily acquirable bamboo to aid in reconstruction.65 One man in particular going by the name 
Lahache had requested even more assistance. He claimed the “ten broken trees” which had 
originally been offered to him were not sufficient. Leaving his home after the cyclone in an 
effort to find money and wood to rebuild, he revisited his home three weeks after the 
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cyclone had passed and claimed that his wife and children were living “under a portion of 
the tin roof” of the home, most of which had been destroyed.”66On the estates, the “huts” 
of indentured workers and small planters residing near the estates proved to be no match for 
the winds of the storms, as well. At major estates like Albion and Medine, the Protector of 
Immigrants noted their “defective” nature and how prone they were to cyclonic damage.67 In 
the case of the Albion estate camps which abutted the sea on the western side of the island, 
a decision was made on the part of the estate owners, and, it appears, with the blessing of 
the Protector of Immigrants, to not even attempt to rebuild those already thread-bare 
lodgings. “They will move over on their own accord,” it was suggested, to “new huts allotted 
to them.”68   
These claims to the state and the decisions made by the estate owners show the 
ecological precarity that poor Indo-Mauritians agricultural workers faced. Whether it be 
residents petitioning the government for access to damaged trees for timber or the casual 
assumption of estate owners that “aid” as conceived as the extension of government 
resources to its subjects was simply non-existent. Natural disasters as they pertained to 
everyday people were not questions for the state in the early twentieth century.  However, 
these claims at moments of collective crisis show how laboring both on the estates and as a 
small planter was a relationship of dependency. Small planters and estate workers were 
forced to petition for the largesse of the estates and the government.  In a revelatory 
observation in the 1900s, Jaypal Mahraz, a small planter and laborer observed that 
“government is your father and your mother when you want something, but parents have a 
way of interfering with their children…we have to submit to the way in which the 
government treats us.”69 It was during the 1930s that small planters turned to Uba as a 
method of breaking the paternalistic relationship with the state and of achieving some sort 
of economic autonomy from the large estates.  
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Perhaps the most productive place to begin to understand the ways in which Uba 
operated in the social lives of the rural poor is with the person who provided them with it: 
the cane dealer. The most notorious of these dealers in eastern Mauritius was Michel Cayeux, 
who worked in the region of Flacq, around the small hamlets of Bon Acceuil and Brisée 
Verdiere.70 This part of Flacq was central to the islands sugar cane production and Cayeux 
himself was the middleman between the powerful Union Flacq and Sans Souci estates. In 
Cayeux’s own estimation, the work of the cane dealer was critical for the survival of the 
industry. He argued that he provided a service that neither the estates nor the small planters 
were able accommodate. In the eyes of the estate owners, the cane dealer formed a critical 
link between the estate mills and the small planters. Cayeux argued that for the estates, he 
assumed the risk of supplying seeds to small planters. He suggested that the larger estates 
were demonstrably risk averse in their dealings with small planters, as they were hesitant to 
become financial organizations that would sell seeds to planters on credit, which was the 
nominal arrangement: most small planters could not afford to pay for seeds before their 
harvest.  
Additionally, he argued that his role as a technical one. Not only could he furnish sels 
chemiques (phosphates, basalt, and other chemicals used for soil cultivation, which he noted 
he provided without interest) and guano used to spread on the fields, but he would also act as 
technical overseer of when and how small planters would properly apply sels chemiques so that 
their cane would provide the highest yields—ensuring the most amount of profit for Cayeux, 
the small planter, and ultimately the estate owned mills, in Cayeaux’s own opinion. But his 
role, as he saw it at least, was not merely as provider of seed and expertise, but also as a 
social intermediary who helped sustain social life for the rural poor. 
In his first testimony to the Hooper Commission, he highlighted his role as a social 
actor. When asked about moments when his services would be needed, he argued that in 
addition to the fact that most small planters lacked access to liquid capital, he noted that 
during the months between December and April that his services were particularly necessary 
because it was cyclone season. It was during these months that his services would allow for 
farmers to make ends meet were they faced with cyclone-driven losses. But he also noted 
that the money he lent not only insulated planters form ecological risk but social ones. 
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“Death, sickness, or a marriage,” he observed, were particularly difficult for the small planter 
family71. These were expensive celebrations, where food, space, and the necessary 
accouterments of a social event placed families in situations where their cultural and social 
obligations pressed against their economic realities. He went further: in another example, he 
noted that his services allowed for other planter to pay off the mortgages they owed on the 
land that they had purchased decades before.72  
The predatory role that dealers played in the rural political economy of the island was 
highlighted by small planters. For many of those interviewed after the riots, Cayeux emerged 
as the embodiment of what many small planters saw as exploitative economic system whose 
repercussions were felt in their social lives. And while the dealer was not the only middleman 
that planters/laborers encountered, most small planters identified him as the biggest obstacle 
to their economic emancipation. “We would rather work directly with the millers,” was a 
frustration often aired by planters.73 One planter, Seecharn Carap, noted, for example, that 
he would purchase Uba seedlings from Cayeux, but always sought to protect himself 
financially when he could. He noted that he never purchased seedlings on credit from 
Cayeux.  
In essence, Cayeaux operated as both a financial and technological intermediary for 
small planters. A similar figure did not exist for the larger estates because of the power of the 
Chamber of Commerce. Throughout the two previous decades, estates had lobbied the 
colonial government to establish an agricultural bank on the island. And in 1936, the year 
before the eruption of the riots, the Mauritius Agricultural bank was founded to keep large 
estates capitalized. Efforts had been made by the colonial state to establish rural agricultural 
collective societies that would fill the financial and technological gaps that cane dealers like 
Cayeaux believed he filled. State initiatives to establish these collectives were dismal, in large 
part because of the rather anemic financial and political role that the colonial state had taken 
in rural development schemes. It was not truly until the following decade when political 
realignments that saw the establishment of village councils and state development funding 
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did cooperative societies emerge as significant rural actors. Before then, planters held a tight 
grip on the politics of rural Mauritius, a fact which lent them the moniker “the 
plantocracy.”74 
The material conditions of Indo-Mauritian small planters were under perennial threat 
from both tropical cyclones and narrowness of the channels of access to sugar biotechnical 
advancements, channels with gatekeepers like dealers and the Chamber of Commerce. Uba 
filled this gap and allowed for planters to carve out spaces of economic autonomy in a sugar 
industry that relied on their labor. With the cut to Uba, however, those spaces began to 
tighten. The following section shows how planters interpreted this fall in the prices to a prize 
crop as not only an economic event, but a portender of social collapse.  
   
Uba, Vulnerability, and the Family 
 
The riots of 1937 so worried both estate owners and colonial officials that the government 
commissioned a report to understand why the cut to Uba had sparked such a dramatic 
reaction. The resulting Hooper Commission produced a collection of testimonies of islands 
rural poor. These interviews went unpublished in the official report compiled by the colonial 
state but were published contemporaneously in some of the nation’s newspapers. I analyze 
these interviews here by reconstructing ways of knowing and representing poverty and 
survival in early twentieth century Mauritius. These testimonies demonstrate how people, 
places, forms of work, and the articulation of moral concern emerge in common form 
throughout much of the texts. This analysis relies on an aggregated reading of these 
interviews that emphasizes the discursive patters and points of reference that emerge. And 
while many of these original interviews were translated into French and English from 
Mauritian Creole, Hindi, and most likely Bhojpuri, what emerges from these testimonies is a 
form of political and social grammar; a subaltern vernacular of poverty that is constituted by 
references to people, places, institutions, and social expectations and disappointments. These 
interviews reveal what poverty signified for Indo-Mauritian laborers and gesture towards a 
coherent subaltern strategy of knowing poverty and ensuring survival.  What these interviews 
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universally reference are the ways in which the political economy of sugar shaped the 
domestic space of the household and the gendered relationships that constituted it. They 
illuminate the ways in which the ecological resilience of Uba translated into the social world 
of the rural poor.  
The history of the family life of Mauritius’ rural poor is fragmentary in the twentieth 
century. Marina Carter has shown that throughout the nineteenth century, families of field 
workers and small planters were important sites of social reproduction, economic support, 
and political thought. As she has argued, gender was a critical component of indenture, as 
South Asian women were strategically sent to Mauritius in order to “correct” disparities 
between the amount of men coming to the African colony with the few women who initially 
did. Women were not mere instruments in the building of gender-balanced society, however. 
Rather, they played a key role in the maintenance of the social worlds of the agricultural 
poor. Carter notes that “many instances of devotion and caring” existed as forms of labor 
additional to their reproductive capacity. Carter also confirms the historical transformation 
of culture in the household, an argument that affirms Vijaya Teelock’s contention that it was 
in the building of communities during morcellement that new cultural formations and 
affiliations developed that marked the formation of a distinctly “Indo-Mauritian” world, one 
separate from the disparate points of origin that many laborers could trace to South Asia.75  
Family building, gendered labor, and childrearing were perennial concerns of social 
management of colonial officials. The records of the Office of the Protector of Immigrants 
noted with yearly-precision the number of weddings, separations, and legal divorces.76 A 
1925 report conducted by attorney and deputy commissioner in the United Provinces, 
Kunwar Mahraj Singh on behalf of the British Raj on the condition of Indians in Mauritius 
also noted that the concerted effort at increasing the number of women in Mauritius had 
been successful in the amount of marriages that had taken place.77 Importantly, Singh noted 
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that in Mauritius, marriages were only considered valid if they were civil, and noted that ones 
performed by various Chinese, Hindu, or Muslim authorities held no governmental salience.  
There was broad understanding that the family was the critical sociological space where the 
economic and social pressures of work in the estate fields was dispersed amongst mother, 
father, and child. The Singh report notes, for example, that the annual costs of living for a 
family were far outpaced by market retail prices. The Protector of Immigrant files note this 
as well, as in the decades preceding the riots, the folders are replete with the spending habits 
of the rural poor alongside average costs for necessities.  
The circulation of cash that the Protector of Immigrant files tracked came from two 
sources: the selling of cane by small planters and work done on the estates. Work on the 
estates was demanding physically and offered little remuneration. As the Singh Report noted 
and as subsequent reports by the Protector of Immigrant show, the average work day for on 
a sugar estate began at around 6 to 7 AM and finished around 2 to 3 PM, after which 
laborers would usually return to tend their own fields. The nature of the work was grueling: 
digging, planning cane, cleaning and manuring cane, cutting them at harvest times, and 
carrying them to and from different places. Between August and December, the harvest 
season, this work was significantly more. Often, during the harvest Sundays were not days of 
rest, but were rather occupied by corvée labor. As the above paragraph notes, the wages paid 
were roundly insufficient to cover the basic costs of living. Women and children often 
earned between one half and one third of the wage of a male worker, respectively, over the 
course of a month.78 
The asymmetry of pay between men and women was not the only gender imbalance 
in agricultural life. Memories of life on the sugar estates or as small planter families point the 
critical role that women played in maintaining family life amid economic precarity. One 
woman interviewed in the early 2000s, Bheem Mooneean, spoke at length about the 
strugglers her family faced living and working as a small planter. She noted that as a child she 
lived in a single large room and two portioned ones. The walls were soil, the floor cow dung, 
and the removed latrine and kitchen, straw. When she married, she did so into similar 
poverty. Her life produced different data than the Singh Report. Her work began not at 6, 
but 2 am, when she would “steal “straw from a neighbor, fill two barrels with water, cook 
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for her husband, and milk a cow the family had. After giving birth to her first child, she 
needed to devote her time to working in the fields. She cut cane at the Beau Champ estate 
for nearly 40 years. She had seven more children, and during those pregnancies she collected 
grass instead, under the direction of the sirdar. On occasion, her children joined her in the 
fields. Her memories were that of a hard life, and of one where she was expected to work in 
the fields alongside men and even children.79  
In many ways, then, Mooneean’s memories reflect that of Dooknee Seeparsand, the 
only woman interviewed by the Hooper Commission. Like Moonean, Seeparsand testified 
that her gender was not taken into consideration when it came to manual labor. Seeparsand’s 
interview offers a unique entry point into the ways in which questions of gender, the family, 
and nature co-constituted strategies of survival for Mauritius’ rural poor. Her own 
autobiographical sketch of her life was bleak: 
 
I am very poor. I have many children and my husband is old. I earn about twenty 
five to thirty five cents per day working early in the morning for about four hours 
and then three after noon. I have a small child who I am forced to carry when I work 
the fields. Three of my daughters work as, well. One is married, while there are two 
other daughters, one fourteen, one fourteen, the third is eight. My oldest daughter, 
which is married, has a son and a daughter that both work.80 
 
What is so striking about this testimony, and almost all of the ones of the men 
interviewed, is the strategy of narration. The family and field are the critical nodes against 
which she tacks claims of impoverishment. The age of her and her husband suggests that the 
twenty-five to thirty-five cents that she earned in the fields was either low because of their 
physical inability to cut as much cane as younger workers or perhaps that that salary was 
insufficient for the needs of an aging person. Her emphasis on her children and that they  
also performed labor speaks to the direness of their economic condition, where more 
                                                        
79 “Life History of Bheem Mooneean” in Truth and Justice Commission, Vol. 3: Contemporary History, 
Culture and Society” (Mauritius: Truth and Justice Commission 2011) , p. 395.  
 
80 Déposition de Dooknee Seeparsand.. 29 September, 1937. Le Radical Port Louis, Mauritius. 
 
 
 
 45 
working members of the family could productively add to the family wages.81  Working at 
home was both aspirational and a site of protection. Another interviewee noted that growing 
up in the cane fields, it was uniformly preferred for young women’s labor to be directed at 
the home, not the fields.82 Yet another noted that this preference was also in response to the 
sexual threats that women faced in the fields. Women working in the sugar fields were 
physically vulnerable, not only from their fellow field hands, but in particular from sirdars and 
Franco-Mauritians who owned the estates.83 
 Seeparsand’s testimony does not differ too much from the men also interviewed for 
the Hooper Commission. The family was almost uniformly the reference point through 
which poverty was articulated.  Laborer Bissoondeal Lalmate testified, for example, that he 
had seven children, all of whom worked. He needed to do so to survive, he asserted, even 
though children on averaged earned sixty percent of what adults could earn in the field.84 
Despite ostensibly eight working family members, however, he still relied on credit 
forwarded to him by Chinese shop owners for food staples. Another laborer, Omcharam 
Bhoyroo, also pointed the fragility of his family as a way to express his poverty.  Bhoyroo 
revealed that he was chronically ill, and because of his sickness he was unable to cut cane. He 
did other kinds of work in the sugar factories, like filling gunny sacks with cane. As result of 
his chronic illness, he stated that his wife and children were forced to work in the fields. 
Moreover, during the entrecoup (the time between harvests, where there was little work), no 
one in the family could find employment, not even doing nettoyage (“cleaning” the fields, i.e. 
weeding) which was often what sugar laborer families turned to in the off season. Bhoyroo 
and his family lived on the estate, which meant he was provided rations, but he asserted 
those were not enough. The family was usually given rice, dhal, salt, and coconut oil. “The 
our rations are not good” he observed, “We’re given two sacks of rice, but the quality is not 
good and the amount is rarely exact.”85  
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 In addition to articulating poverty through the register of family labor, references to 
food and its preparation, as the above testimony showed, also played a central discursive role 
in speaking about poverty as shown above. Bhoyroo’s complaint of the quality and quantity 
of food points to a crises of food access, production, and consumption that posed an 
existential threat to the household. Unlike Bhoyroo, however, most of the laborers in early 
twentieth century Mauritius lived away from their places of work. As such, they were not 
provided with the basic rations that those living on the estates were. More often than not, 
the only way for these families to purchase the needed staples for daily living was through 
lines of credit extended by Chinese shop owners scattered throughout the island. Still in 
existence today, these shops mirrored to a large extent the history of the Indian dukka 
common throughout much of Eastern and Southern Africa, where the shop and the shop 
owner emerged as sites of racial negotiation, capital accumulation, and indeed exploitation.86 
Many laborers complained that most of their salary went to maintaining their credit lines at 
Chinese shops.  
 But despite the economic asymmetries that were forged through these lines of credit, 
the Chinese shops emerged as critical sites for maintenance of the health of the family. 
Luchman Bagoo, a daily laborer noted that without the labor of his two eldest children in the 
fields, they “would not be able to eat” food purchased from a Chinese shop.87 But even then, 
it appeared as even with the food that Bagoo was able to purchase for his family, his two 
youngest children did not work not because of their age, but because they were 
malnourished. Similarly, Soobhan Noockheddy suggested that his only sustenance came in 
the form of boiled potatoes and the occasional banana.  He wanted to, in his words, “grow a 
garden for vegetables.”88 The vegetables would have been a necessity it appears, as 
Noockheddy also complained of chronic weakness, which he said made cane cutting difficult 
and his wages lower.  He was also chronically indebted to Chinese shop owners.  
While everyday laborers leveled complaints at the labor system in which they were 
enmeshed, not all of the laborers interviewed, however, related tales of women and children 
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joining adult men in the fields. Amongst small planters who had accumulated more 
comparative wealth, we see clear divides between the spaces of field labor and the domestic 
space of the family. It is here, in the recounting of the domestic that gendered roles emerge 
most saliently through a comparative vision of what constituted labor. The one woman 
interviewed, Dooknee Seeparsand, offered a prosaic evaluation of gendered labor. After 
narrating her struggles of working with the field with her child tied to her back she stated 
“My gender doesn’t help me. I have no land, no cattle, not even a goat. I live in a shed that 
belongs to my father in law, I never ask for help.” Her assertion that her gender ‘doesn’t 
help” her suggest that for some, the fact of being a woman could have provided alternatives 
to field laborer.89  
Some of the men interviewed suggest as much: that women working in the domestic 
space, and in particularly preparing food, was a mark of pride. Ramnarain Beedah, the 
narrator of Francis’ political struggles noted at the start of the chapter, pointed out that 
although his wages were low he had effectively produced a domestic network of food, labor, 
and credit funded by his selling of Uba. When asked what he eats, he replied mostly rice and 
dhal, but also that he was afforded the luxury of drinking tea and milk twice a day. His wife, 
he said, took care of the house and the family. In the entrecoup, however, times were leaner. 
The family would eat manioc (cassava) or potatoes provided to them by their neighbor, who 
grew food alongside their cane.90 This dual planting of Uba and starchy foodstuffs was not 
uncommon for small planter families, with manioc and potato as the preferred stomach-
filling root vegetables. Beedah went to say, however, that because of the tight times of the 
entrecoup, he was forced to purchase more credit at Chinese shops, and to also  “do the work 
of women, washing clothes…five to six hours a day” to make extra money. It appears that 
even during the entrecoup, Beedahs gender, like Seeparsands, didn’t help him.91  But ultimately, 
the ability for small planters to sell large quantities of Uba allowed for the construction of a 
domestic space separate from the fields.  
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Nature, Gender, and the Religious Life in Agricultural Mauritius 
 
The previous section has shown how the cut in the price of Uba generated a reaction 
amongst the island’s rural poor, and that this reaction was expressed through mobilizing 
gender and the family as discursive tropes to emphasize the transgressive nature of female 
field labor and child labor. But this narrative strategy raises an important question: why was 
an appeal to ideas about gendered labor and familial propriety significant at this historical 
moment when, in fact, women and children had long been present as manual laborers in the 
cane fields of the island throughout the nineteenth century? Why did this language take on a 
specific salience at this historical juncture? This section argues that the framing of the cut to 
Uba as a potential threat to the internal makeup of the family reflected the influence of a 
rapidly expanding Hindu reformist organization, the Arya Samaj, which sought to uplift the 
island’s laboring Indian classes and construct a coherent vision of Indo-Mauritian life in 
Mauritius.  
Founded in Bombay by Dayananda Saraswati in the 1870s, the Arya Samaj spread 
initially in Punjab before branching out into other regions of South Asia. Broadly speaking, it 
was invested in a number of social and religious debates, most notably the elimination of 
caste identities and the rejection of idolatry. At its core, however, it sought to reform 
orthodox Hinduism through a vigorous investment in evangelical uplift and popular 
education. The Arya Samaj arrived in Mauritius in the late nineteenth century but became 
formally founded in the first decade of the twentieth century with the support of Manilal 
Doctor, an Indian barrister who traveled throughout diasporic communities from Mauritius 
to Fiji providing legal support, founding newspapers, and emphasizing cultural connections 
between the diaspora and South Asia. As Patrick Eisnlohr has shown, Samajists were critical 
actors in the early production of Indo-Mauritian identity, most notably around the question 
of language learning.  
While language is a largely agreed upon analytical category for understanding identity 
formation of identity in modern Mauritius, historians have pointed the moment of 
morcellement  as a point of profound change: it reshaped the landscape of the island through 
the breaking up of large estates and in so doing catalyzed the growth of villages of small 
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planters, mainly of Indian descent.92 As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Vijaya Teelock has 
argued that it was this process of making villages that, in part, engendered the growth of an 
Indo-Mauritian identity, an identity shot through with fissures along religious, linguistic, and 
class lines, but one that sought to supersede divisions amongst religious difference or points 
of origin in South Asia. The emphasis on small-plot owning and villagization as critical 
components of the building of a coherent Indo-Mauritian identity based on labor and a 
shared South Asian past was a process identified by the Arya Samaj. Samajists were the first 
to establish baitkas in villages as centers of learning open to anyone in the community, not 
just members of the organization.93 The emphasis on baitakas and their location in rural 
villages adds a spatial dimension to the genesis of a coherent Indo-Mauritain identity in the 
early twenteih century, a dimension driven by the breaking up of estates and the foundation 
of rural village life. 
The pages the Arya Vir, the weekly newspaper of the Arya Samaj in the first three 
decades of the century attest to the salience of “Indo-Mauritian” not merely as a social 
category but also a racial one constructed in contraposition to mixed-race and Afro-
descendent peoples, both identified as Creoles. Throughout its articles, the term Indo-
Mauritian is employed alongside Hindu as a marker of identity, suggesting that the term itself 
carried cultural weight at this moment in time. Racial distinctions were not made not only by 
pointing to country of origin, as the “Indo” in Indo-Mauritian surely does, but also to the 
kind of work one did.  As one article highlighted, developing class divides within Mauritius 
marked the Indo-Mauritian community as distinct through their in relationship to work. 
After noting that the 1930s depression had not just affected the agricultural sector but also a 
growing population of urban artisans and workmen, most likely in Port Louis where the 
majority of these jobs were filled primarily by Creoles, the author suggested that urban 
employers would never consider working in the sugar fields because he feared it would 
“discredit…their prestige and dignity,” suggesting that racial identities were informed, in 
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part, by labor.94 It is therefore important to note that the work of the Arya Samaj as an 
organization invested in evangelism and uplift pursued these goals with an eye towards the 
social and cultural project of forming a coherent racial identity, and one that could be 
mobilized towards political ends.  
Alongside its concerns with theological practice and social life in South Asia, 
peasant-uplift institutions like the Arya Samaj played closed attention to understanding the 
pressures that ecology placed upon rural workers was a touchstone not only in their work in 
Mauritius, but in South Asia in decades prior. As Sunil Amrith shows, it was the records and 
newspapers of the Poona Sarvajanik Sabha in the rural expanses of part of the Bombay 
Presidency during the nineteenth century where the stories of the agricultural poor, those 
who suffered the most during famine and drought, were circulated. The Sabha acted as an 
intermediary between the poor and local colonial officials an, importantly as institution that 
could provide material support. Its growth coincided, Amrith notes, with moments of 
catastrophic famine. It’s workers actively sought to collect data and bear witness to the ways 
that ecology shaped the social worlds of the poor.95  
Similar attention was paid to the natural world in the pages of the Arya Vir in the 
aftermath of the 1937 riots and in the years preceding them. In particular, Samajists, as they 
were known, became increasingly critical of the seasonality of labor in relation to the sugar 
economy and the social and economic precarity of Indo-Mauritians who worked the fields. 
As one 1935 article noted, small planters had been out of work throughout the first half of 
the nineteen thirties because of the “dryness” of earlier years and the great depression. In 
another piece, author Ramaswamy Pydiah noted the extreme ecological precarity caused by 
tropical cyclones in relation to the social worlds of the agricultural poor. He observed that 
“when the seasons are normal…the labourer has the chance of getting the livelihood, but 
when there is a cyclone or drought, his difficulties and sufferings are great.”96 Although 
Mauritius “has an excellent climate for cane plantation” it was an “unhappy” fact that there 
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were regular visits from cyclones. “The natural calamities which to which our planters and 
workers were exposed for the past twelve years” pushed the rural poor to “struggle.”97  
The spaces of economic and social insecurity carved open by natural disaster were 
fertile zones for the evangelical work done by the Arya Samaj. By the mid 1930s the 
organization moved quite consciously into the sugar producing regions of the island and 
began focusing explicitly on questions of poverty as a consequence of both the structures of 
the sugar economy and the years of unstable weather. Indeed, the observation that twelve 
years of climatic disturbance was central Pydiah’s argument in the Arya Vir that small 
planter’s troubles were grounded, in part, in climate. He noted, for example, “the vagaries of 
the drought” which had struck the island in the middle of the 1930s “had been so severe that 
cane and vegetable plantations had dried up,” leading to a dramatic and damaging rise in 
“unemployment among the day labourers.”98 There had been, he noted, an emergency 
intervention in to address the drop in employment on the part of government, but one 
conclusion remained: “How long such provisional relief work, at an enormous cost, can be 
continued, we cannot say.”  
The fear generated by the cut to Uba prices also revealed broader connections 
between rural life and the expansion of religious life in rural Mauritius.  In many cases, it was 
not just an assemblage of Uba’s profits and credit from the nearby Chinese shop that could 
keep families from slipping into starvation, but religious and cultural institutions like the 
Arya Samaj.  Samcharun Lobin, for example, faced similar conditions to his fellow Indo-
Mauritian laborers: poor rations (he lived on the estates), seasonal drop in work at the 
entrecoup, and poor housing. He shared a room with his wife and four children. But when 
asked how his family made ends meet at the slow times of the year, he referred to “his 
society,” the Arya Samaj, which went so far as to provide his family with a heifer for milk.99  
Alongside the material interventions the Arya Samaj made to mitigate the risks that 
ecological instability engendered, the 1930s also saw it increasingly invested in the 
production of the ideal Hindu man and woman in Mauritius. In 1931, for example, the 
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Mahila Mandal or Women’s Organization branch of the Arya Samaj was formed. In 1933, 
nearly five hundred women from across the country participated in a rally in Port Louis that 
aimed to support women’s rights and greater equality between husbands and wives. The 
Mahila Mandal also sought to educate women through gender-specific language classes.100  
But in addition to language as being a critical metric in the foundation of an Indian diasporic 
identity, the pages of Arya Vir, sought to center question of gender, and in particular 
women’s uplift campaigns, as territory through which Indo-Mauritianess could take shape 
amongst the rural poor.  These articles argued that it was imperative for rural Mauritian 
women to leave the cane fields and focus their energies on the domestic space.   
Women were long the specific vehicles for this this “civilizational” evangelism 
advanced by the Arya Samaj in South Asia. As J.E. Llewellyn noted, gender lay at the center 
of Samajist reformism, as their educational centers separated men and women in different 
tracks.101 Indeed, Samajist reform was marked by both a belief in women’s uplift and virulent 
anti-feminism. In Mauritius, women’s uplift was the predominant thematic emphasis of 
Samajist publication and organizing.  “If women today enjoy a certain amount of freedom,” 
an Arya Vir  author going by the name Vishnu asserted, it was because of the work of the 
Arya Samaj. Through Samajists, women were awakened “out of the darkness of 
superstition,” Vishnu argued.  In the sugar-producing region of Flacq, moreover, the Arya 
Samaj established a presence not only in the baitkas, village meeting centers, but also a formal 
center of learning and community outreach.102 One of the central missions of the larger 
establishment at Flacq was to fundamentally transform the island from “terre Francaise” to 
“Ghar ki Lutchmee,” or the “House of Lakshmi,” in reference to the Hindu goddess of 
fortune.103 Building the house of Lakshmi in Flacq consisted of eradicating the social and 
moral causes of what Ram (likely a pseudonym), an employee at the Flacq outpost noted was 
the “grey” existence of the rural poor. Women and children needed the assistance of 
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Samajists, and in Flacq the work was coming along quite nicely. The center provided support 
for families that allowed for women and children to not work the fields but to rather learn 
the foundations of domestic labor.  
Like the testimonies of the striking planters, the pages of Arya Vir pointed to the 
poverty of the agricultural poor as the largest obstacle to familial stability. One of the most 
dramatics series that the paper printed was the ongoing of the Delhi Provincial Women’s 
Conference in early 1930. Over one week the paper printed the proceedings of the 
conference, including resolutions on the question of women and work. In an extended 
quotation from a Mrs. Sohun Rai, she expressed the dangers, presumably sexual, that women 
would have from “being in close proximity to workers.” Rai also mentioned the need for 
employers to offer services for women bringing young children to the factories in which they 
worked. Other speakers at the conference lamented practices of child marriage and 
polygamy. 104 
And while the pages of Arya Vir had begun to emerge as a space where questions of 
Indo-Mauritian identity, Hindu propriety, and work were discussed, the Arya Samaj made a 
conscious effort in the years before the 1937 riots to establish an institutional presence in the 
eastern part of the island, where the majority of small planters resided. In large part, the rural 
presence of the Arya Samaj revolved around questions of uplift of rural families, and in 
particular the spread of an ideal agricultural family. Samajist “pioneers” actively worked in 
village baitaks. But it was here were visions of the family were also articulated. Rural families 
were given educated in “an affable manner, with sweet words for comrades who would 
eventually become friends.”105 
In the pages of Arya Vir in the aftermath of the 1937 riots, it again was women who 
were highlighted as the specific victims of a political ecology of sugar production. 
Commenting on the testimony of a small planter, Ramdeeal Panwary, an author noted that 
women’s sufferings were “very great” in the decades preceding the riots. The unnamed Ayra 
Vir author was particularly interested in the ways in which Panwary described the conditions 
of women were uniquely difficult. “Sometimes mothers,” he lamented, “bring their babies 
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and keep them in the fields under an umbrella.”106 But beyond the image of a pitiful woman 
working with her field sin the children, the author hit upon a well-known danger of the 
sexual assault that women faced from white estate owners and the Indo-Mauritian sirdars. 
Women were “sometimes insulted and assaulted.”107 
The vision of the ideal Hindu family articulated by the leaders at Flacq and 
throughout the country was one where the domestic labor of household conferred a 
religiously (and historically in the mind of many Samajists) conceived ideal femininity. The 
maintenance of the household—the rearing of children, making of food, and maintenance of 
a sanitary space—emerged as a dominant form of Indo-Mauritian Hindu sociality. That the 
Arya Samaj and its offshoot organizations emerged in the 1930s as both a venue for some 
financial support and social education in the rural fields of Mauritius helps explain why 
notions of femininity and labor were placed front and center of the critiques lobbed by small 
planters and estate workers as the driving social fear behind the Uba Riots. That Samcharun 
Lobin’s family was supported by the Arya Samaj thus raises questions not only about the 
financial obligations that the Arya Sabha (in Lobin’s case) was able to alleviate for rural 
families, but also the extent to which that financial support was paired with efforts at cultural 
uplift.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The 1930s was a turbulent decade in Mauritius. It was one defined by global economic 
collapse, the flourishing of new scientific methods of sugar breeding, and repeated natural 
disaster. The preceding pages have argued that the cane variety of Uba migrated into the 
social lives of rural workers as a method of protection against both the natural world and 
from the economic marginalization. It was precisely because Uba had deep roots, retained 
water, and could bend in cyclone winds that it required less day to day maintenance from 
small farmers, whose labor was spread from their cultivation to the fields on which they 
harvested for the large estates. But as the interviews conducted after the riots demonstrate, 
though, the cut to the price in Uba sparked much more than outrage at economic injustice. 
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The income that Uba could bring, were small farmers not hampered by middle men, low 
wages, and job insecurity, could aid in the construction a feminine domestic space that had 
acquired increasing social meaning through the work of the Arya Samaj. A cut to the price of 
Uba was understood to be an existential threat to the social worlds of the Indo-Mauritian 
agricultural workers.  Acknowledging these connections, chapter has sought to bring 
histories of scientific knowledge production and the social worlds of the Mauritian 
agricultural poor into the same frame, and in so doing has reframed the historical causes and 
contexts of the 1937 riots away from a singularly materialist line of causation from economic 
injustice to political organizing to a more capacious understanding of the social, economic, 
and scientific worlds of the 1930s Mauritius.  
The 1937 riots sparked profound changes in the history of Mauritius. In the 
following years there were newly-formed labor unions, an emboldened Labor Party, and new 
bureaucracies in the colonial state that sought to build welfare institutions that would extend 
benefits and support to the colony’s poorest subjects. But as these new institutions grew to 
address, in part, what colonial officials believed that the needs of Mauritian subjects were, 
they were also shaped by pressures placed upon the colony by the natural world. The next 
chapter turns to these policy changes in the 1940s and 1950s, and asks how the building of 
an ethic of colonial “development” had to reckon with questions of climate, disease, and 
culture.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 
CYCLONES AND CALORIES: DEVELOPMENT IN  
MIDCENTURY, 1940s-1950s 
 
“The welfare of the inhabitants of any land is inseparable from the development of its 
resources. The natural riches of Mauritius cannot be fully exploited except by a people 
of a high productive capacity. Upon increased production depend full employment 
and social security. The present productive capacity of Mauritius is low: except by 
improvement in health and a general improvement in the conditions of life it cannot 
be increased to any appreciable extent.” 
 
- Donald Mackenzie-Kennedy, Governor of Mauritius, 1946108 
 
Introduction 
 
This chapter argues that “development” colonialism in Mauritius was more than a project of 
creating political and civil society institutions. It was also one that sought to modify the 
natural world at multiple intersecting scales, to understand the effects it produced amongst 
those whose livelihoods were tied to it, and to manage both the landscape and its people to 
more efficiently produce sugar, the crop that lay at the heart of the island’s economy. The 
following pages also argue that the data and discourses of imperial improvement proved to 
be fertile ground for a growing movement of Hindu intellectuals attempting to formulate a 
coherent notion of Indo-Mauritian Hindu identity in relation to the natural world. For 
multiple colonial and Mauritian actors “development” was multifaceted project: intellectual, 
political, environmental, and social. 
Mauritian historiography on mid-century has emphasized political and civic 
transformation as the central projects of “development.” Studies of this era have focused on 
three disparate threads: the construction of a system of free public education, the building of 
nascent institutions of the modern Mauritian welfare state in reaction to the Uba riots, and 
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debates over women’s suffrage and constitutional participation.109  However, the following 
pages show that these histories have overlooked the ways in which these debates occurred 
alongside and in conversation with broad-based efforts on the part of the colonial state at 
mitigating the perceived threats posed by the natural world. This chapter is an environmental 
history of development. It expands the terrain of colonial development policy by insisting 
that alongside questions of education, constitutional change, and the building of welfare 
institutions were growing concerns on the part of colonial officials, particularly those 
working within and alongside the newly-established Department of Labour and the Medical 
and Health Department, that ensuring the ecological stability of the island was a 
foundational component of “development” for colonial planners.   
The destruction of seasonal cyclones and the material and discursive power of the 
calorie serve as conceptual entry points into the study of the era of development in modern 
Mauritius. Tropical cyclones (in both Mauritius and in other parts of the Indian Ocean) act 
as staging events: as moments of acute destruction and as catalytic points that shaped the 
parameters of policy debates over ecological change and the social ramifications of those 
changes. Cyclones sparked crises in food production and outbreaks of disease, specifically, 
two areas of intense interest for colonial planners. The calorie, alternatively, emerged as a 
vehicle through which food crises and the diseases that come from malnutrition and 
exacerbated by natural disaster could be understood, measured, and mitigated. The more 
efficiently Mauritian subjects produced, consumed, and burnt their daily caloric intake, then 
the more robust the “national body,” one member of the legislative council noted, would 
be.110  
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While the chapter brings to the fore state policy, it also examines the ways in which 
non-state actors spoke back to discourses of development. As the closing pages show, a 
politics of ecological development in mid-century Mauritius became fertile territory for 
Hindu intellectuals to develop a foundation for articulating difference in mid-century.  As 
scholars have noted, post-war Mauritius was an era of Hindu revivalism, when religious 
institutions and thinkers sought to carve out space in a colony undergoing political change. I 
show here that a shared vernacular of difference emerged between colonial planners and 
Hindu intellectuals, one that mobilized a language of managing ecological catastrophe, 
natural improvement, and the body.  
Indo-Mauritian Hindu leaders emerged in this era as a potent cultural force in 
articulating a communitarian and religiously-focused diasporic identity.These thinkers 
actively linked questions of nature, diet, and ecology to the broader category of “Greater 
India,” the transnational community of Indian diasporic communities that ranged from the 
cane fields of Durban and Mauritius, the urban spaces of Kenya and Tanzania, to the rubber 
estates of Malaya. In Mauritius, as in other diasporic communities throughout the Indian 
Ocean, the idea of “Greater India” in and of itself was contested. It could mean a number of 
imagined and material connections to India: religious, cultural, mercantile, or social.111 For 
the religious leaders I highlight here, Basdeo Bissoondoyal and Pandit Vishwanath Atmaram 
in particular, Greater India was a conceptual field defined by the difficulties of navigating 
Hinduism in diaspora, unmoored from the physical spaces, social mores, and institutional 
cultures that defined it in South Asia, they believed. The writings and political activism of 
Bissoondoyal and Atmaram, drew heavily from colonial expert studies of the era to make 
specific claims about the broader civilization health and longevity of Indo-Mauritians, a 
community they saw has nutritionally and ecologically corrupted in diaspora. 
 
Cyclones, Disease, and Development  
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This first section has three aims: to provide the political and ecological context of the Indian 
Ocean World in the 1940s and 1950s, to locate Mauritius’ embeddedness in those forces, 
and to identify and understand the primary actors and their ideological commitments which 
shaped development policies: doctors, nutritionists, bureaucrats, and legislators.  
Amongst the actors highlighted in this section were two medical professionals, Adam 
Rankine and Frank Wilson. Rankine, a medical doctor trained in the United Kingdom, was 
invited to Mauritius by Governor Bede Clifford to address growing fears over malaria and 
malnutrition in early 1942. This was a posting that would earn Rankine a permanent position 
in the colonial state as the director of Medical Services within the broader Mauritian Medical 
and Health Department after he submitted his influential report in 1945. Rankine frequently 
worked alongside another significant policy maker, Frank Wilson, the lead Nutrition Officer 
within the Medical and Health Department. Wilson was both an expert in nutritional policy 
and a conduit between the Mauritian government and the colonial office in explaining the 
successes or failures of the work done in Mauritius to Whitehall. He also oversaw the 
development and deployment of the so-called Nutrition Units that I discuss in later sections. 
Wilson and Rankine’s work also shaped policy. In particular, their work influenced that of 
their contemporary, RC Wilkinson. Wilkinson was the first head of the Department of 
Labour, created in 1937 after the political upheaval of the Uba riots. It was a bureaucracy 
that emerged in this era as a significant point of contact between the colonial state and 
agricultural laborers in particular around questions of development policy, the sugar industry, 
and public health. As the following pages will show, it was the Department of Labour that 
crafted and implemented much of the colony’s development policy in the 1940s and 1950s, 
policy that relied heavily on the findings of experts like Rankine and Wilson.  
What, however, did the era of colonial “development” look like in mid-century 
Mauritius?  Like other parts of French and British Africa in the 1940s and 1950s, the colony 
saw increased focus from both metropolitan and local officials interested in expanding 
imperial access to and management of capital, human or otherwise, while also encouraging 
non-European peoples limited access to the levers of political power, a move aimed at 
legitimizing colonial rule. Within Africanist historiography, “development” has in large part 
been understood as a response to the protests of urban workers organizing to protest labor 
conditions. Beginning in the 1930s and continuing until independence, Africa was swept 
with strikes from Senegal, to Zambia, to Kenya
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officials implemented “stabilization” schemes to turn urban Africans into a wage-earning, 
city-dwelling class, and “modern” workforce, one more amenable to the ends of colonial 
rule.112  
Beyond the realm of the urban, however, Africanist historiography has long shown the 
ways in which the arrival of “development” colonialism also synthesized questions of social 
change with interventions in the natural world.113 And more specifically, it has shown how 
state efforts at producing knowledge about the natural world, about the health of its 
subjects, and about the social worlds of those subjects, produced a coherent and ecological 
whole. Emphasizing the ecological “embeddedness” of colonial subjects was a central 
discursive touchstone for producing hierarchies of political power and social difference.114  
Indeed, “ecology” as a scientific method developed in Mauritius in the early twentieth 
century to account for the destructive effects of cyclones, but it also served as a conceptual 
approach that integrated people into structures of understanding nature.  
The broader political spaces of the Indian Ocean World were the staging grounds of 
development policy in 1940s and 1950s Mauritius. These were years of war and years of 
ecological instability.  As the colony’s annual report of 1946 contend, the time between 1938 
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and 1945—the wartime years—"naturally” fell into two temporal categories. The first was 
from the initial outbreak of the war until the Japanese occupation of Singapore, Burma, and 
the landfall of a catastrophic cyclone in Bengal in 1942. The second, from 1942 until the end 
of the war. But the end of the war would not be easy for the colony, as a series of major 
cyclones struck the island in the first half of 1945, a collective event that pushed the colonial 
state to orient its broader “development” policy to attend to the risks posed by cyclones, 
whether they be ones that make landfall in Mauritius or ones that did damage to the Indian 
Ocean commercial networks in which Mauritius was situated.   
This periodization, which emphasizes 1942 as the transformative moment of the war for 
Mauritius, corresponded to political change in the colony as well. It was in April of 1942 that 
Governor Bede Clifford, governor since 1937, moved to take up a governor ship in Trinidad 
and Tobago. He was replaced by Donald Mackenzie-Kennedy, who came from a posting in 
Nyasaland. Both governors embodied what Robert Peace has called “the great turning 
point” in the “methods and purposes” of the British in Africa: the embrace development as 
a model of governance.115 Clifford, for example, took up the question of natural 
improvement through an enthusiastic embrace of irrigation techniques.  Mackenzie-Kennedy 
continued his predecessor’s enthusiasm for development policy until he vacated the post in 
1948, to be succeeded by Hilary Blood. The vast majority of the efforts discussed in this 
chapter happened under Mackenzie- Kennedy’s watch, but he continued an ideological 
commitment to reshaping colonial rule first begun in Mauritius under Clifford. At the initial 
outbreak of the war, the growing need to redirect resources towards metropolitan London 
put pressures on the island colony. As the war escalated, fewer and fewer ships came to 
Mauritius. Revenues dropped while emergency expenditures rose.116 The 1940 fall of France 
brought home the seriousness of the task at hand for colonial administrators. The island’s 
production was to set to a “maximum.”117 The crisis of the war would bring to light the first 
of two major crises on the island: the of food precarity.  
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Mauritius has never been food independent. As the colony’s Blue Books have shown 
since the arrival of the British, the island has actively situated itself in oceanic networks of 
food and foodstuff exchange between Madagascar, continental Africa, and South and 
Southeast Asia. The war put unprecedented pressure on these networks. As sugar output 
was to be increased dramatically, existing stocks of goods on the island were to be preserved, 
and the growing of food was encouraged. These restrictions were met with little resistance 
from the Council of Government (the body that would eventually become the Legislative 
Council), despite the newly-articulated push for funds for “development.” The passage of 
the Colonial Development and Welfare Act in 1940 offered increased funding for 
development schemes in the colony, but these were continually stymied by war time 
restrictions.118 London was aware of how the war was further isolating Mauritius from the 
lifeblood of its oceanic trade networks as it simultaneously became further implicated in the 
war effort: “His Majesty’s government recognized that concentration on the war effort 
would necessarily involve deferring, and in some cases, curtailing development and welfare 
services,” later reports would note on the stalling of development schemes.119  
The economic pressures heaped on the island in light of the war took an even more 
dramatic turn in 1942 with a number of major political and meteorological events: the 
Japanese invasion and occupation of Singapore and large swaths of Southeast Asia, a 
devastating cyclone in Bengal, and a resurgence of domestic instability on the island through 
a brief strike in the north. The Japanese occupation of the eastern reaches of many the 
British Empire’s Indian Ocean possessions was not merely a strategic blow to the geopolitics 
of Britain and the Allied powers, but it also harkened an effective collapse of the rice market 
of the Indian Ocean, one based primarily on exports from the deltaic regions of south and 
southeast Asia: the Irrawaddy and Ganges/Brahmaputra, as well as the grain producing 
zones of Java. 120   
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The disintegration of these food links across the ocean first appeared amongst food 
suppliers in Mauritius. As the Government Gazettes reveal from the first few years of the 
1940s, the effective disappearance of Burmese “Rangoon rice” became of central concern to 
colonial state officials. A. Espantelier Nöel, the Mauritian Controller of Supplies began to 
register increasing concern over the lack of rice, in particular in rural interior regions on the 
colony.121 As a result, legislators reacted by instituting emergency rations, dramatically 
limiting who could import certain grains into Mauritius, who could sell it, and the amount 
that people could buy.122 
However, the lack of rice and the rations instituted by the state began to raise 
concerns amongst political actors about the biometric effect that a lack of food would have 
amongst laborers.  In particular, these changes amplified concerns about how the lack of 
nutritious food would intensify the prevalence of disease, and of malaria in particular. In the 
legislative assembly, fears of a lack of food production and the attendant malnourishment 
and disease it would engender pushed members of the body to point to the dangers that a 
lack of food would have for its economic health. In the early 1940s members lobbied the 
governor and the secretary of state for the colonies on issues of the state’s responsibility to 
those most ecologically vulnerable, and in so doing pointed to the ecological precarity as 
threat not only to the health of the individual or community, but to the economic health of 
the colony more broadly.  
One of the loudest voices in the assembly was Pierre Rafferay, a representative from 
Black River, who, when addressing the state’s efforts at combating malaria in 1942, argued 
that they were woefully short. He noted that “the treatment of the malaria problem in 
Mauritius and attempts to get this colony free from this disease have been a failure.”123 The 
newly-appointed governor, Donald Mackenzie-Kennedy, took Rafferay’s critique in stride, 
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and in so doing conceded that the pace of government assistance in eradicating the disease 
was insufficient. In his response, however, he gestured to the underlying nexus of bio-social 
concerns that undergirded development policy in Mauritius. 
 
Hon. Members may have noticed a certain inquisitiveness displayed by the governor 
of this territory, since he has been here, in matters of health, nutrition, and 
education. They all three go together and I cannot believe that you ever obtain an 
educated polity without first, healthy bodies, then healthy minds, and so healthy 
politics, without in fact a marriage of the three.”124 
 
But in addition to this observation, that minds, bodies, and polities were intimately linked 
through collective efforts at ensuring public health Rafferay’s pleas to the state also touched 
upon another equally important component that disease had on the island, which was in its 
economic productivity. He noted that malaria had a direct link to labor as the disease 
corrupted the body’s capacity for long-term physical labor. 
 
[The] labour of the colony was inefficient in the way that a man working eight hours 
was only producing six hours of work of an able-bodied man. Moreover the 
residents of the island living in places along coast, rampant with malaria, have found 
it necessary…to move to higher regions, and we are now witnessing a state of things 
which is wrong, economically speaking, as every estate on the Island [sic] having to 
send lorry loads of men’s from one end of the island to the other to make up for that 
reduction in the number of inhabitants on the coast.125 
 
This observation was met with a ringing endorsement by Seewosagur Ramgoolam, 
nominated member of the council, researcher with the Department of Labour, and future 
prime minister of an independent Mauritius. He noted that wages were affected “by the 
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question of malaria, with the question of capacity of workmen to give the full amount of 
work that is due from them.”126   
Malaria was not new to Mauritius, however. Between 1715 and 1810, the beginning 
of British rule in Mauritius, there were no reported cases of the disease. With the continued 
arrival of African slaves and, later, Indian indentured laborers, there were still only a handful 
of cases. This changed, for largely unexplained reason, in 1866, when a two-year epidemic 
killed nearly forty-three thousand on the island. It remained endemic to the island and was 
considered the primary cause for the island’s uniquely high mortality rate throughout the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.127  
When the disease again appeared with renewed intensity during war time, 
development officials within the colonial government saw an opportunity to not simply 
bring the disease under control, but to correlate the natural improvement of the island 
through malaria eradication to a social leap forward for the island’s Indo-Mauritian poor, the 
community most exposed to the threat of malaria because of their employment in the 
island’s cane fields. A collection of observations from state officials, medical professionals 
and nutritionists, on the question of a 1943 anti-malaria campaign in Mahébourg, a town in 
the southwest of the island, show most explicitly the linkages between and a discourse that 
emphasized the ecological pathologies of Mauritius that malaria signified and the purported 
social dangers it produced. The Mahébourg eradication campaign pointed to the fact, in the 
eyes of those writing about it, that Mauritius was “a Sanatorium.”128  
 Writing about the campaign, the aforementioned physician A. Rankine saw no 
distinction between the natural improvement of the island and the attendant social 
improvement it would bring. In a short essay entitled “An Isle of Romance” included in a 
collection of essays reflection on the Mahébourg campaign, Rankine gestured to the long 
history of Mauritius’ placement within imperial discourses on Edenic landscapes, but also 
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embraced a decidedly modernist declensionist argument with respect to the challenges of 
diseases and malnutrition in the colony. While the “beauty” of Mauritius endured over 
centuries, he suggested: 
 
“…how changed it is as regards health! Ravaged by the effects of Malaria and of 
certain other diseases the great majority of its people no longer know what it is to 
enjoy good health and to take pleasure in work and relaxation. 
 
Is it possible that once again Mauritius may be able to claim to be a country as 
benign and healthy as it is beautiful? The answer is yes. Other tracts of country have 
been cleansed of the sore of Malaria and the same can be done in this island.”129 
 
He would go on to assert that these battles were to be fought, on the social level at least, 
within the parameters of the family. “it is for each family to ensure,” he suggested, that there 
is no place in its house or property in which mosquitos may breed.”130 
Frank Wilson, another contributor to the Mahébourg collection, noted the 
importance of tying social development to food systems. The war had, in Wilson’s 
estimation, “thrust the nutritional problems of peoples, all over the world, to the 
forefront.”131 Nutritional change would allow for the “emancipation” of Mauritius, he 
suggested.132 Wilson noted the importance of his work, and the work of the government 
more broadly. “Before governments can take steps, facts…must be gathered; and facts do 
not fall from heaven.” With this in mind, he suggested the “battle” against malnutrition 
consisted of two phases. The first was to “one of silent preparation” and one of “direct 
attack.” The first in his mind consisted of general studies of the nutritional lives of Mauritian 
subjects, while the second, he suggested, was to let Mauritians fend for themselves.133 
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Wilson’s observation that “facts do not fall from heaven” was not a mere rhetorical 
flourish, but an affirmation of the significant role he and others like Rankine would play in 
policy making. Unlike many other African colonies, Mauritius lacked the complex colonial 
bureaucracies where imperial civil servants like District Officers operated as the points of 
connection between native peoples and European bureaucracies. Mauritius, rather, was 
governed by expert study. Technocrats like Wilson and Rankine, as later sections will show, 
had an outsized effect on questions of legislative governance on the island because it was 
their work that would be taken up explicitly by the legislative council and governor as the 
raw data through which governing decisions were made. In other words, neither Wilson nor 
Rankine were not mere observers of these processes, but rather the intellectual drivers of the 
very projects that would shape government policy.  
Alongside the figures of Wilson and Rankine as scientist-cum-policy maker were officials 
within the newly formed Labour Department, in particular its first head, RC Wilkinson. 
Under the direction Wilkinson, the Labour Department spearheaded efforts to ween 
Mauritius off the broader Indian Ocean food markets that linked it to South and Southeast 
Asia as well as to Madagascar and other parts of East Africa.  Just as in the legislative 
council, Wilkinson noted that while there were general humanitarian concerns that shaped 
the state’s responses to the war, questions of food were, for officials in the Labour 
department, also questions of productivity. He noted that the lack of rice enfeebled the 
Mauritian worker; he lamented the “deterioration of the physique” of the average worker 
due to due increasing cases of hookworm and malaria caused by malnutrition.134  
As a consequence of the Bengal cyclone and the Japanese occupation of Southeast Asia, 
Mauritian officials ordered that some of the land used to grow sugar cane be immediately 
converted for food production, an effort organized by the Department of Labour.  Around 
the colony, teams of estate workers and small planters manually uprooted sugar cane to 
make room for foodstuffs: manioc, sweet potatoes, and maize. In 1943, the government set 
a compulsory rate of 27.5% of sugar cane land be converted to food production, although 
this process was slow.135 Changing the productive capacity of the island was a process of 
navigating wartime contradictions: the 1942 sugar harvest was record breaking, but an 
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emphasis on food production revealed a broader need for sugar field laborers.136  There were  
also signs of worker resistance to these policies of crop changing and reticence to fully 
engage in increased state management of the agricultural economy. The chronic labor 
shortages throughout the early 1940s were purported to be a consequence of laborers being 
unwilling to work more than four days a week. Alternatively, it was suggested to be a broad-
based strategy employed by labors to produce an artificial shortage to drive up wages at a 
time of unprecedent wartime profits for the industry.137  
The opinions of Wilkinson and the Labour Department regarding the relationship 
between food, land, labor, and development occupied significant space in the minds of 
legislators. In speaking to the assembly at the outset of the food shortages and growth of 
malaria, Wilkinson argued that the malaria was a force that amplified “the difficulty of 
[ensuring] labour which is become more acute year to year.”138 When he dramatically 
declared to the governor to “get some plan” to eliminate malaria for the long term economic 
survival of the colony, he was cheered on by a collective “hear, hear!” by the other members 
in the body.139  
Three years later, natural disaster refocused fears over the economic stability of the 
colony. The crippling effects of the Bengal cyclone and the Japanese occupation of 
Southeast Asia were magnified by three cyclones in early 1945. The 1945 storms were 
historic, the strongest since the famous storm of 1892.  In early January of the year, the most 
severe storm of the three struck the island and did deep damage to the sugar crop.140 Military 
and civil infrastructure, and in particular the housing of laborers, suffered dramatically. 141 
Wilkinson’s reports here are revealing. Anxious about what was anticipated to be a crop 
reduced by nearly half because of the storm, he noted that the cyclones had the potential to 
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unravel the social worlds of laborers: it unleashed an epidemic of infantile polio, exaggerated 
an already existing malaria threat, and “aggravated the bad housing conditions and 
malnutrition conditions” they faced.142 Later sections in this chapter will look more closely at 
public health and public service instability catalyzed by these storms, but what was clear was 
that the sugar industry, to not speak of the broader colonial state, was ill prepared to weather 
these storms.   
The immediate response of Mackenzie-Kennedy was to provide a limited amount of 
material aid to the island’s poor and to emphasize to both his superiors in London and those 
working in Mauritius on the need to cultivate “morale” and “self-help.”143 Within three 
months, however, two more storms, less severe in terms of wind and rain impact struck the 
island, hampering not only efforts to rebuild, but also stymying the ability of the damaged 
sugar can to regrow.144 The damage to sugar shook the government to its core. Shortly after 
the first storm made landfall, Mackenzie-Kennedy addressed the legislative assembly and 
announced a decision to revert all the lands that had just prior been allocated to grow food 
to be reverted back to sugar.145 In addition to returning these lands to the estates for 
production, the colonial government also endeavored to fund a cyclone insurance scheme 
through the Agricultural Bank for planters, founded nearly a decade earlier.146 But the 
governor was quick to note that although these lands would be returned to sugar use, the 
state would pursue alternative land schemes projects to produce a food-sustainable colony.147 
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As earlier paragraphs explained, in the early 1940s there was a broad-based belief 
amongst officials in the Department of Labour that it was difficult to get Indo-Mauritian 
agriculturalists to work because of (amongst other things), a reticence to work more than 
four days a week. By 1949, however, there appears to have been an about-face in how 
officials saw Indo-Mauritian laborers. Indeed, in Wilkinson’s report he articulated an 
operational logic of emphasizing colonial development through an “anti-industrial” lens, and 
how that marked Mauritius as distinct from other colonies on continental Africa.  
 
In Mauritius…what is happening is not the industrialization of the peasant worker, 
but his deindustrialization. And if the chapters of the standard Labour report may be 
compared to windows through which we see the African laborer passing from varied 
work for himself and his village to specialized work for an employer, the Mauritian 
laborer is to be seen through the same windows moving in just the opposite 
direction. The very laws introduced to help the proletariat in an industrialized 
community may be hindrances to the Indo-Mauritian forcing his way out of the 
proletariat.148 
 
It’s unclear to what laws Wilkinson was referring to specifically, most likely labor laws and 
the creation of industrial associations after the 1943 unrest, but writing in 1949, one can 
most dramatically see that the underlying project of “developing” Mauritius had become, 
first and foremost, directed a retaining Mauritius as an agricultural colony. While it should be 
noted that this reflected, first and foremost, a commitment to retaining sugar as the island’s 
monocrop, one of the central conceits that informed this commitment to building an 
agriculturally-focused social space was that Indo-Mauritians were pre-disposed to agricultural 
life. Wilkinson went on: “the Indo-Mauritian laborer doesn’t want to be industrialized. From 
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the beginning he has fought to free himself from the shackles of the working day and the all-
important pay packet; he valued his independence above free housing, free medical care, and 
a monthly wage…”149 It was an odd observation. The Department of Labour itself had been 
a response to the concerns raised by those striking laborers of the Uba Riots twelve years 
earlier, and was established, ostensibly, to help correct what much of the agricultural poor of 
the island had identified as points of injustice: housing, food, and health services. So while 
Wilkinson’s observation is at odds, in part, with the demands made by Indo-Mauritian 
agricultural laborers in the previous decade, it does shed light on the overarching ideological 
framework that informed changes in the Mauritian social and political landscape in the 
1940s.150 
 Alternatively, what little institutional conversations were taking place between 
officials in Labour and Health departments regarding Afro-Mauritian Creoles revealed a set 
of assumptions that also situated race and racial identity firmly within the echoes of a 
political economy defined by the abolition of slavery and assumptions tied to people 
understood to be representative of continental Africa more broadly. In one comment an aide 
made to an official working on land settlement and food production schemes, said official 
noted that when it came to Afro-Mauritian Creoles, the state needed to “create an 
agricultural sense,” in black Mauritians so that they would not need “to be spoon-fed.”151  
The “Creole’s only capital” was “a share in a fishing boat” or “his skill as an artisan,” 
another report observed.152 This mirrored a broader demographic shift that occurred in the 
aftermath of the abolition of slavery, and indeed even in the decades before its official 
abolition, which was that Afro-Mauritian maroon and newly-emancipated communities 
moved to the literal periphery of the island, away from the big estates. They built fishing 
villages that dotted the coast or ones deeply ensconced in the impenetrable mountains of the 
southwest region of Black River.  
                                                        
149 Ibid., paragraph 5. 
 
150 For more on agricultural within British imperial development schemes, see: Joseph Morgan Hodge, Triumph 
of the Expert: Agrarian Doctrines of Development and the Legacies of British Colonialism (Athens, OH: Ohio University 
Press, 2007). 
 
151 Parkinson to Siddebotham, “Land Resettlement” BNA/INF/1032, 2 February 1944. 
 
152 Annual Report, Department  of Labour 1949.  
 
 
 
 72 
While race was both the determinative factor in understanding a community’s 
relationship to nature and the assumed social expression of physiological difference that 
malnutrition produced, the question remained for colonial officials to conceive of a way in 
which to bridge disparate scales inquiry and action. How could the state rationalize questions 
of race, climate, and disease? Officials sought a category of analysis that could speak to the 
precarity and productivity of the natural world, the productivity of the people who worked 
it, and the material changes in the bodies of those people when they encountered disease or 
food shortages. In the following section, I show how the calorie emerged as a conceptual 
tool for understanding the broader condition of the agricultural poor in Mauritius, how the 
calorie was read through the lens of race, and how it allowed for policy changes at multiple 
scales.  
 
Calories, Bodies, and Food: Materializing Race and Development 
   
The cyclones in Mauritius and in Bengal and the political upheaval in Burma and Singapore 
are important points of inflection in the mid-century history of Mauritius because they 
shaped the ways in which the colonial state developed policy. In this section I argue that 
colonial nutrition experts and policy makers conceived of the calorie as a bridge between the 
natural and the social. The emergence of the calorie as a unit of energy produced in the 
natural world—made manifest through food—points to efforts to integrate prescriptive 
ideologies of natural and social governance, ideologies that were mobilized around the 
assumed unruliness of the natural world and the putative social and cultural habits of 
everyday Mauritians.153 While policies aimed at producing food security and the management 
of natural world sought to mold a body of laborers who could both attend to the material 
needs of the sugar economy while also building a sustainable food system, these policies also 
                                                        
153The calorie itself has a historiographical footprint. Sydney Mintz’s Sweetness and Power deploys the calorie in a 
decidedly Marxist valence, by integrating it as a unit of energy within systems of labor, whether it be the 
plantation or the industrialized factories of Europe. Nicholas Cullather’s work has shown how the calorie 
emerged as an important conceptual and material tool of US foreign policy, in particular in fighting the war 
against “global hunger.”  Sidney W. Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History (Penguin, 
1986).; Nick Cullather, “The Foreign Policy of the Calorie,” The American Historical Review 112, no. 2 (2007): 
337–64. 
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furthered a specific vision of race and racial difference within those working in these 
institutions.   
The work of doctor Adam Rankine, introduced in the last section, is largely 
responsible for linking the calorie to the social improvement of Mauritius.  Rankine was the 
lead investigator of a study that focused on the nutritional habits of Mauritians and saw no 
distinction between the natural improvement of the island and the attendant social 
improvement it would bring. His arrival was celebrated by the Mackenzie-Kennedy, who 
noted with enthusiasm Rankine’s experience in “cleaning up malaria.”154 His belief in the 
symmetry between ecological health and the health of the human body most dramatically 
surfaces in his study of the nutritional lives of the Mauritian poor and highlights an emergent 
consensus amongst colonial institutions that women operated as social and ecological 
prophylactics.155  Conducted between 1942 and 1945 and formally published in 1946, the 
intentions of Rankine’s study were twofold. The first was to address the social habits of 
Indo-Mauritian food consumption, an ethnic category that was assumed in his research to be 
flattened across class difference and geographical difference throughout the island. The 
second, which Rankine explicitly addressed in his introduction to the study, was to better 
understand Mauritius’ position within the broader food systems of the Indian Ocean World 
during World War II. Specifically, he sought to address the effects that Japanese control of 
Southeast Asia would have on the island. His conclusion was that the effects would be 
catastrophic.156 
                                                        
154 Governor Mackenzie-Kennedy, Debates of the Legislative Assembly, Debate No. 68, 42 November, 1942. 
 
155 Scholarship on the eighteenth and nineteenth century has shown how the management of disease and the 
bodies of imperial subjects was also a critical component of the sugar plantation economy of Mauritius. As 
Yoshina Hurgobin has shown, the plantation system of labor in Mauritius inculcated a specific medical 
ideology that “regimented the ‘body’ of labor.” She shows how these efforts at regimenting the body were done 
in the paramount service of labor on the plantations, but were “contingent on various factors” ranging from 
“cost cutting measures, perceptions, and the physicality of climates,” and were also formed more often that not 
in both Mauritius and in Calcutta. See: Yoshina Hurgobin, “Making Medical Ideologies: Indentured Labor in 
Mauritius,” in Histories of Medicine and Healing in the Indian Ocean World, Palgrave Series in Indian Ocean World 
Studies (Palgrave Macmillan, New York, 2016), 1. For other histories of disease in Africa: James Giblin, “The 
Precolonial politics of disease control in the lowlands of Northeastern Tanzania,” In Gregory Maddox, James 
Giblin, and I. Kimambo et. al, Custodians of the Land: Ecology and Culture in the history of Tanzania (Athens, OH: 
Ohio University Press, 1995). 
 
156 A. Rankine, “Final Report: Nutritional Investigation in Mauritius, 1942-1945” (JH Bowkett: Government 
Printer, Port Louis, Mauritius, 1946.,  The rice diet had always been precarious, however, he noted that in the 
first twenty years of the twentieth century, the vast majority of imported rice was paddy rice. The rice was 
usually husked “at home” in mortal and pestle and then sifted. Refined rice had become unpopular amongst 
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Central to Rankine’s work were questions of the calorie: How could the Mauritian 
soil produce this unit of energy more efficiently? How could the calorie mitigate the threat of 
disease? How would the calorie be stewarded as a productive unit of energy within the social 
worlds of the agricultural poor? The post-war years were, in Rankine’s estimation, an era of 
caloric “deficiency.”157 The various social and biological pathologies that Rankine identified 
were, he argued, products of dramatically low caloric and vitaminic intakes on the part of 
Indo-Mauritians. Importantly, the effects of rations had a dramatic effect on the biological 
lives of Mauritius. The combination of bredes, the occasional meat, fish, and rice that formed 
the basis of the pre-war diet of Mauritius amounted to around 3,200 calories during the 
harvesting season and around 2,700-2,900 calories during the entrecoup (the time between the 
harvest). After the institution of rations, caloric intake plummeted. At no point in Rankine’s 
study did rationing provide more than 2,000 calories. More often than not, the numbers 
were closer to 1,400 a number that was generally agreed to be dramatically below what was 
the basic requirement for work in the fields.158   
This deficiency was, oddly, characterized by Rankine as new. In the middle of the 
1930s, Rankine notes, there was little evidence that malnutrition posed a serious problem to 
agricultural laborers.159 And indeed, a 1936 circular purported to show that the average 
worker on the sugar cane fields had a caloric intake that matched what was believed to be 
what was needed to remain healthy, and that the availability of “protective” foods like 
tomatoes, pulses (grain seed for legumes), and leafy vegetables was sufficient.160 Of course, 
this data appears to be deeply incongruous with the testimonies of laborers that were 
examined in the preceding chapter of this dissertation, which roundly pointed to a 
nutritional crisis amongst Indo-Mauritian agricultural workers in the late 1930s.  
                                                        
rural Mauritians, however, because it “did not hold in the stomach,” and was trace to outbreaks of various 
diseases, beri-beri (thiamine deficiency caused by a lack of Vitamin B) in particular, and was discontinued. 
 
157 See: Ashley Jackson, War and Empire in Mauritius and the Indian Ocean (Springer, 2001). 
 
158 These numbers were tacked against calculations done by the state in relation to an emergent global 
consensus on the mean caloric intake that would sustain life. These numbers, offered by the United State 
National Resource Council, Hot Spring Conference, were often included in Rankine’s work as foils against 
which he would evaluate laborer’s diets.  
 
159 Ibid.  
 
160 Ibid. This was assumed to be around 63 grams of protein and 2,800 calories daily.  
 
 
 
 75 
Like his colleagues in the Department of Labour, Rankine identified race as a 
primary marker of difference in terms of building development policy. With regards to food 
consumption specifically, he saw race as a collection of cultural predilections reflected in 
taste, collection, and preparation of food, and thereby the driving force of caloric incongruity 
amongst various communities in the colony. Indeed, the first sentence of his study notes that 
the initial arrival of Indian indentured laborers in the 1830s marked a fundamental 
transformation in the food economies of the island. He pointed to the fact that the original 
French settlers and African enslaved peoples on the island lived primarily on potatoes, 
maize, pork, and goat. It was Indians who brought rice to the island. The rice diet in and of 
itself proved to be untenable beyond a small scale, as the island’s agricultural landscape, 
dominated by sugar, could not support the large-scale production of another commodity like 
rice. As such, a number of varieties were initially imported, leading to different nutritional 
results. After the end of World War I, however, refined rice was the preferred option; rice 
already husked and ready to be cooked.   
The effects on the nutritional lives of Indo-Mauritian agricultural laborers was 
dramatic. Before the Japanese invasion and occupation of Burma, for example, rice 
accounted for nearly sixty percent of the calories consumed by agricultural laborers, while by 
1944, a mere two years after the collapse of the rice networks, flour consisted of forty-two 
percent of the total calories consumed.161 Beyond rice, both Creoles and Indians were noted 
to consume brédes (leafy relishes) daily. These leaves proved to be critical nutritional 
components of the Mauritian diet, and were prepared usually in bouillon and eaten with rice 
or as touffée, cooked with just sufficient water and a little fat. As Rankine argued, Indo-
Mauritians and Creoles had different caloric intakes first and foremost because of cultural 
predilections and taste for certain foods. That culture acted as a determinative force in the 
                                                        
161 Ibid., Before the advent of rationing regimes, an inquiry into the cost of living of laborers compiled nutrition 
consumed on a “per-man” value across income group. These data were interpreted against the UD National 
Research Council standard. Research found that the “typical field laborer” fell into group two: “adequate” in 
regards of the number of calories they consumed in relation to the work they did and money they earned. 
These calories largely game from protein: fish meat (the occasional goat meat for Indian laborers) and eggs. 
Vitamin  B, riboflavin, Vitamin A, and ascorbic acid were low amongst laborers, and this was attributed to an 
Indian habit of discarding the water in which rice was soaked, more often than not given to cattle to drink. See 
also: E) Consumption and Food Habits: Pre-Rationing,” Ibid., 18. Although goat meat was eaten occasionally 
by Indo-Mauritian laborers, Creoles were described to :eat varied sources of animal food [meat] whenever they 
can get it, and generally managed to have some sort of animal food at least three times a week.” See Also: 
Mauritius Government Gazette from 1943.  
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selection of diet was shared by other researchers, and the various Mauritian “cultures” were 
deeply tied to the broader political ecology of the Indian Ocean World. 
To explain these apparent racial differences, Rankine pointed to what he broadly 
defined as nutritional deficiencies; that is to say the lack of nutritious food. There were early 
signs before malnutrition set in or before malaria could wreak havoc. Rickets, gingivitis, and 
dental cavities were all tell-tale signs of nutritional deficiencies. The racial breakdown 
amongst those populations which exhibited cavities were stark: around 79% of children in 
the colony were shown to have cavities, while African children were shown to have the 
healthiest dental condition with around thirty percent of children cavity free, while the 
Chinese were found to only be four percent free.162 Indo-Mauritians, it was increasingly clear, 
were those most vulnerable to malnutrition. Rankine reported that Indians, for example, 
consumed flour rations in the fahrattas, a flour-based flat bread filled with various items, 
whereas Creoles most often used flour for noodles or bread.163 “Curries” appear to have 
been common across the island that consisted of mostly jack and bread-fruits as the primary 
ingredient, two items that grew naturally in “gardens,” and were thus not needed to be 
bought and, by extension, rationed. In “fishing villages,” which meant in the parlance of the 
time as Creole communities, fresh and salted fish were understood to be beneficial to the 
nutritional health of Afro-Mauritians. This was also argued to be because of the benefits of 
the consumption of meat 164In addition to studying the caloric and vitaminic intake of Indo-
Mauritian and Creole Mauritians, Rankine’s study also incorporated work done by another 
medical doctor, Ann Sippe, into his broader nutritional analysis. Sippe’s work through late 
1944 and early 1945 aimed to produce a colony-wide schematic understanding of the mean 
hemoglobin levels. Hemolgobin, the complex protein found in red blood cell molecules 
responsible for transporting oxygen from the lungs to the muscles, could reveal much about 
nutritional health.  
                                                        
162 Table 5: Racial Incidents of Caries, Twinning Report, p. 71. 
 
163 Interestingly, debates over the interrelatedness between food, society, and the landscape found their ways 
into the scientific journals of the colony, and in particular Reveu Agricole, the publications of the Chamber of 
Agricultulre. In a 1943 edition, for example, postulated about the possibilities of growing potatoes on the island 
which could then be used to make bread. “Utilisasion de la Farine de Patate pour la Fabircacion de Pain” Reveu 
Agricole Vol. XXII No. 2, Mars-Avril, 1943. 
 
164 “Food Habits and Supplies,” A. Rankine, “Final Report: Nutritional Investigation in Mauritius, 1942-1945” . 
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Race was an analytical category that gave hemoglobin discrepancies meaning 
throughout Sippe’s work. The main focus of the study was to understand the relationship 
between nutrition and malaria via hemoglobin levels and how that relationship expressed 
materially across racial divides. The objects were “(1) a determination of mean hemoglobin 
values of Hindoo and Creole children.”165 This was accomplished by taking blood samples 
from children and from pregnant women.   What her work revealed was incidents of 
macrocytic anemia were six times higher in children from “malarial” districts of the island. 
Rankine, in commenting on Sippe’s research, noted that “this is no doubt connected with 
the destruction of red blood cells in malaria and consequent heightened demand for 
principles in the food necessary for blood regeneration.”166   
Where Rankine relied most heavily on Sippe’s work was on her studies of children’s 
bodies, and how biometric data of children, when disaggregated along lines of race, 
produced material markers of difference. Over the course of a number of pages in his study, 
he produced charts that tracked the differences in physical sizes—the height and weight—of 
young Indo-Mauritian boys and girls with their African counterparts. Drawing on data Sippe 
had collected in rural villages, he noted that “Boys of African descent are on an 
average…heavier than their Hindoo [sic] boys for the same weight/height ratio. Girls of 
African descent are also heavier than their Hindoo counterparts.”167 This analysis, 
reproduced in graphic form at multiple points throughout the text, offered a striking 
expression of the ways in which race emerged as the determinative social category, amongst 
medical experts, of difference. In the concluding section, these findings reappeared in the 
writings of Hindu intellectuals as data points that pointed to a cultural crisis of sorts.  
Significant portions of Sippe’s study was conducted with May Twinning, the wife of 
the officer in charge of the field work on rural treatment of malaria. Twinning’s work also 
shows the structural relationships that formed between scientific institutions and ideas about 
the natural world. Malaria treatment schemes were predicated on “field work” and 
“laboratory work,” with fieldwork efforts starting with understanding the specific ecological 
                                                        
165 Hemoglobin Survey of Children; (3) Incidents of Macrocytic Anemia” in A. Rankine, “Final Report: 
Nutritional Investigation in Mauritius, 1942-1945”., 23. 
 
166 “Ibid. p. 23. 
 
167 Ibid., “Section C, Anthropometric Data”, p. 10 
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zones where officers were to work168 At the heart of Twinning’s report was an argument that 
outlined malarial prevalence as a consequence of three distinct but related components: 
geography, climate, and race. Twentieth century Mauritius should thus be understood as a 
confluence of these forces in the eyes of colonial planners. 
Rankine and Sippe’s studies positioned malaria as a disease of material scarcity and of 
racial habit. The more isolated Mauritius became from Indian Ocean food systems, the more 
drastic the condition of malnutrition, and, by extension, the prevalence of malaria would be. 
At an alternate political register, however, Rankine and Sippe’s studies reveal a dramatic new 
approach to social policy and the role of the colonial state in Mauritian history. Both studies 
show that the body were understood to be methodological entry points to understanding the 
putative ecological “embeddedness” of everyday Mauritians. This biological data could then 
be extrapolated to make larger social claims about the lives these imperial subjects. As the 
next section shows, one kind of social claim that was to be made by colonial officials was 
that understanding the transmission of the calorie from the land, to food, to the body was a 
question of understanding the family, and of the role of women in particular.  
 
Engendering Development 
 
As discussed in the preceding section, the bodies of Afro- and Indo- Mauritian children were 
sites of inquiry into caloric deficiency. Initial experiments attempted to intervene in the 
caloric intake levels of children first appeared in newly-founded public schools. But these 
interventions, like state-sponsored lunches and the occasional planting of a shared food 
garden, failed to produce any marked bio-metric improvements in children like growing 
                                                        
168 “According to Altitude” Distribution of Malaria in Mauritius, Table I, Chapter 2, Twinning Report, p. 9. In 
regards to climate and geography Twinning noted that it was altitude and seasonal variability in temperature, 
humidity, and rainfall that produced the conditions that would support malaria outbreaks. At altitudes between 
sea level and six hundred feet, the number of villages examined with physiological signs of malarial infection 
(enlarged spleens amongst children), the average rate of infection proved to be around six and a half percent 
higher than those living above eighteen hundred feet above sea level. But these levels varied dramatically 
according to season as well. A perceptible malaria season was understood to occur between December and 
June.  This seasonal rhythm mirrored cyclone season on the island, and this correlation is not entirely 
surprising. Cyclones could spike infections for two primary causes: the rise in unhygienic spaces that would 
result in increased breeding spaces for malarial mosquitos, and the sheer volume of rainfall that would result in 
dramatic expansions of standing water that would also allow for breeding.  
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larger in size, having stronger gums, or having fewer parasites in blood tests.169 Rankine and 
Wilson both, however, identified the family, and in particular the mother-child relationship, 
and not state schools, as a space where biological interventionism could take place. Mothers 
mediated between the climatic scale of the cyclone and the molecular scale of the calorie. 
Calories produced stronger bodies, less vulnerable to diseases unleashed by malnutrition and 
the destruction of the landscape, whether it be in Mauritius or in Bengal.  
By 1944, colonial officials recalibrated their approach to focus on women and the 
household.170 The most dramatic of these efforts was the creation of “nutritional units,” 
which first emerged in 1944, while Rankine was conducting his study. These units were 
tasked with bringing an imperial gospel of good nutritional practice and of hygienic habit to 
the agricultural poor of Mauritius, and to train them how to become the food-independent 
laborers that the colony desperately needed. The work of these units reflected an assumption 
of ignorance amongst Indo-Mauritians, that the change from rice to flour as a consequence 
of war and disaster “presented serious difficulties to the Mauritian housewife, who had no 
idea how to handle the latter properly.”171  The units consisted of three vans with one 
woman “demonstrator,” one man “demonstrator,” one cook, and one chauffer. Their 
qualifications to become part of these mobile health units, as listed in an internal 
memorandum circulated within the Public Works office, is revelatory of the central concerns 
and goals of the unit: “both women had red cross [sic] training. The man demonstrator is an 
Indian. Both women and men Demonstrators [sic] have received a course in nutrition and 
hygiene.”172 Of central importance to these units was their gendered and racial make-up. 
                                                        
169 CJ Smith (Officer in Charge of School Meals, Education Office) to Director of Education, “School Meals” 
BNA/CO/167/924/2, 8 March 1944. This plan mirrored a similar attempt at ensuring food security in Ceylon 
under the 1944 “Schools Emergency Food Production Campaign”. There were reports, for example, children 
being selected for nutritional supplements at food being underfed at home, so as families could better 
economize what scarce food they had. See: The Feeding of Children: Extract from Report on Food Control in 
Mauritius” BNA/CO/859/11/5 28 October, 1944. 
 
170 Motherhood itself came under the purview of the state under the directorship of Governor Bede Clifford, 
for example, as the state created a Maternity and Child Welfare Society on the island. This society aimed to 
“advise expectant mothers of the less prosperous classes of the community during their pregnancy, to provide 
medical and nursing assistance before, during or after their confinement….to educate them in the care of their 
babies…to grant material relief.” Ordinance No. 8 of 1941. BNA/CO/859/77/6 April 1941. 
 
171 “Nutritional Condition of the People: B: War Years” BNA/CO/859/114/5, 17 April, 1944. 
 
172 “Programme of Work. Health Units: Organization:” BNA/CO/58/114/7, 1943. 
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Emphasizing such reveals the extent to which colonial planners believed that the social 
pathologies that needed to be corrected amongst the rural poor, and which manifested in 
material form through malnutrition and disease, were products of social and cultural habit. 
 As the vans spread throughout rural Mauritius, each community that was selected for 
assistance would be visited three times over the space of three weeks. On arrival for the first 
visit, one member of the team would travel from household to household and ask its 
residents, and “in particular women,” to assemble in an open public space in the town or 
village.173 Once enough people had gathered, one of the women demonstrators often held 
informal conversations with some of the attendees about child care, the kinds of food they 
ate, and hygiene.174 
 Once enough people had amassed, one of the demonstrators would announce that 
the vans had arrived to “help them over their war time difficulties and to improve their 
standard of health.” The reasons for these shortages were, the demonstrator would assure, to 
a world-wide shortage because of the war. They would then turn to the audience to ask them 
how they would utilize the rations they were allotted. In large part, the answer would be that 
the flour that was given to replace the lost rice was used to prepare farhatta. It was only 
through making this Indian dish that the flour was palatable, most respondents said. They 
were then informed that alternative uses of the flour to make either bread or noodles would 
be easier. A woman demonstrator would then publicly demonstrate how to make bread.175  
 After the bread demonstration, a male demonstrator would give a lecture on malaria. 
Here, he would emphasize that “Malaria causes more misery than anything else in 
Mauritius.” Eliminating malaria relied on the support of the villages, he argued, and because 
of that each person had a duty from eliminating standing water. After this lecture, another 
woman demonstrator would make a soup consisting of vegetables when meat was scarce (as 
it almost always was) that would emphasize ways in which the making of the soup would be 
most nutritious. The vegetables, the demonstrator suggested, should be introduced to 
already boiling water to reduce cooking time and the attendant loss of nutrients. They must 
                                                        
173 “First Visit,” Ibid. 
 
174 “Notes on Social Welfare Development: (A) Rice Cooking” MNA/SD 293/1944-1945. 
 
175 Programme of Work. Health Units: Organization:” BNA/CO/58/114/7, 1943. 
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be cut only immediately before being introduced to the water, and that discarded parts of the 
vegetables should never be wasted, as they could be used in later soups. The male 
demonstrator would then step in to remind the villagers to begin raising their own vegetables 
in small individual and community gardens. Those who prepared their own beds for 
vegetable growing, he noted, would be given plants and seeds on the team’s next visit.176 The 
emphasis here on methods of cooking speaks to the space that the calorie was understood to 
have in the lives of the agricultural poor; methods of cooking were encouraged to retain as 
much energy as possible. 
 At the next meeting, the demonstrators would again turn to the question of food. 
Villagers were asked whether or not they had experimented in making their own bread or 
soup, as the demonstrators circulated amongst demonstrators and villagers, receiving both 
“congratulations and criticism,” while samples of yeast were distributed to those who 
continued to show interest in baking bread.177 Shortly thereafter, a women volunteer would 
demonstrate how to cook noodles to assembled women, while a male demonstrator would 
give a lecture on general hygiene, and in particular on hookworms and other intestinal 
worms with the help of posters and diagrams. He emphasized the importance latrines—their 
construction and maintenance—as well as the need to keep children clean and free of flies.178 
 In the third and final visit, the attention paid in the first two sessions to the 
production of nutritional habits turned most explicitly from culinary skills building amongst 
women to the question of child care. One of the first sessions in the last visit was to 
emphasize the importance of breast feeding their children, and to build the habit of regularly 
breast feeding. When the time came to wean, women demonstrators emphasized, there was a 
danger of giving flour to children under six months, a practice they observed with concern 
amongst some villages. After six months, milk should be supplemented with a vegetable 
broth, and fruit juice/pureed fruit. Any mother present could ask for more specific 
                                                        
176 Ibid., The vegetables and fruit that were encouraged were both ones easily grown in the tropical climate of 
the island ones and ones with high nutritional value. 
 
177 The utility of yeast in the building of new tastes and culinary habits was critical. Not only did yeast allow for 
a more appealing recipe for bread to be taught, but it was also rich in vitamin b complex, phosphorus, and iron, 
all of which fought against the anemia that was prevalent throughout the island. See: “Wide Application of 
Distillery Yeast,” Nutrition Research Unit Report from Period November-February 1944. 
BNA/CO856/114/7. 
 
178 “2nd Visit”, Ibid. 
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assistance, while there were also instructional efforts on the “elementary” hygiene of infants 
and children in the case of potentially deadly diarrhea.  
 
 
Figure 3: A woman demonstrator from a “Nutritional Unit” instructs a group of Indo-Mauritian woman on 
bread making, c. 1948. BNA/CO/859/114/7 
 
 In large part, these mobile health units reveal the critical social spaces that colonial 
planners viewed women to have. More explicitly, they reflect an imagined position as an 
important link between youth and adulthood, between the natural and the social, and 
between the family and the state. Indeed, the role of women’s care over children in these 
broader efforts emerged as a critical component in how the state saw its future development. 
The multiple reports on the development of malaria on the island all referenced the 
importance of women in their eradication schemes, alongside plans for river canalization, 
water oiling, and marsh draining. In the Twinning Report, for example, he noted that 
“further, the employment of women in such a team is of great advantage in ensuring 
accurate results when dealing with poor and ignorant Creole and Indian populations whose 
female members are unwilling to undress for proper examination by a male doctor.”179  
The emergence of women as the critical link between the dangers of the natural 
world, the health of the family, and the development of the colony is also evidenced in 
                                                        
179 Twinning Report, p. 1. 
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relation to another disease besides malaria, infantile polio, an outbreak of which struck the 
island after the 1945 cyclones.  Much like the malaria studies, initial investigations in the 
outbreak pointed to nutritionally deficiencies, population overcrowding, and the cultural 
proclivities of certain races to be more or less hygienic. This outbreak appeared to have 
specifically impacted children, which was also cause for significant concern, as children 
tended to have more physical contact with other children and adults, as well as were less 
inclined to obey specific hygienic regulations.180 In one survey, eighty three percent of 
practicing medical professionals considered malnutrition to be more prevalent in nursing and 
pregnant women, and that in particular it was Hindu and Tamil women to be uniquely 
vulnerable. The same amount noted that if there was an inability to nurse a child, it was 
almost one hundred percent of the time a woman who work on a sugar estate.181  
 Recognizing the severity of the crisis, the Mauritian government brought in Oxford 
orthopedic surgeon HJ Seddon and doctor AM McFarlan as advisors to assist the state in 
responding to the storms.182 Seddon’s assistant, a Miss Crossley, appears to have authored a 
narrative account of Seddon’s and McFarlan’s clinical work on the island, as they visited 
multiple sugar estate camps and hospitals to examine out patients brought in to be 
examined, and to be measured for splints. Here, these patients would have their names and 
address immediately taken upon arrival before waiting to be admitted by the hospital.  
 While Seddon and McFarlan were outside experts whose work never entered the 
policy discussions within the legislative assembly the same way that Rankine and Wilson’s 
did,  the observations made by the author of the diary reveal the extent to which race and 
the family emerged as the operative discursive categories through which the problem at 
hand, poliomyelitis, was interpreted by these representatives of the colonial government. As 
the doctors first entered one hospital ward, for example, the ward was described as “one 
seething mass of men, women, children, flies and smells. That sweet sickly smell of 
                                                        
180 Drs. McFarlane & Dick “Report on the Epidemic of Poliomyelitis in Mauritius: February to May 1945, Part 
II Epidemiology” pp. 13-24 BNA/CO/927/83/6, 1945. See also: Dr. Kenneth Martin (Senior Medical Office, 
Kenya) “Report on Sanitary Conditions Affecting the Outbreak of Poliomyelitis in Mauritius” 
BNA/CO/1071/264, 1946. 
 
181 “Questionnaire Survey to Medical Practitioners,” Rankine Report, p. 7. 
 
182 SSC (Stanley) to Mckenzie Kennedy (Gov) BNA/CO/1071/264 3 April 1945. 
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unwashed foreign bodies.”183 These “foreign bodies” were the families, largely Indian (with a 
“small sprinkling of Creole)184 of estate employees who had arrived on an ambulance that 
morning that sought to collect the children suffering from the disease.  
 The diary also betrays the growing intimacies between the state and its subjects. Just 
like the work done by medical and ecological experts when encountering malaria in the years 
before, this appeared to be an alien relationship, as the diaries reveal the general unease and 
uncertainty with which Indo-Mauritian sugarcane workers encountered these medical 
experts. In one encounter with a sick child, the journal reveals the multiple frustrations of 
both medical expert and patient. 
 
The baby screams, the Professor has to raise his voice to ask the mother to ask the 
child to waggle its toe. The mother raises her voice in a thin wail of non-
comprehension. 
 
‘Mo pas comprendre ce que Docteur fin dire’[I don’t understand what the doctor said] 
 
The attendant interpreting…hurls the question back in her clarion Creole, and deftly  
fields the answer too, then everyone falls in a body upon the yelling child, exhorting 
it to- 
 
‘ramasse les pieds, mon p’tit, ramsse lee bien’ [flex your toes, flex them good]185 
 
Frustrated, Seddon suspected that the child perhaps also suffered from malnutrition before 
coming down with polio, and posed the question to the waiting mother: 
 
‘Est ce que cette enfant allait bien, avan d’etre malade?’ [Was the child ok before becoming 
sick?] 
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He asks the waiting mother in his lovely English French. The mother wipes her nose 
convulsively on her sari, giggles helplessly, stunned by the unfamiliar tones, and 
indefatigable little [woman] plunges into voluble Creole again. 
 
‘Lee bien, lee touzours bien, avant le fin gagner cette malaide,’ [he was fine, always fine, before 
getting sick] the mother replies in her high hopless voice, but she is so obviously un-
bien [sic] herself that one feels she can be no judge… 
 
…Poor little sub-human looking things clutching their ten months old babe. They 
couldn’t reason, they couldn’t argue, they couldn’t stop ca mamzelle ca [that woman, 
meaning the translator] from stupefying them with her eloquence, they could only 
hold on dumbly, blindly, to their one conviction that their baby would have died if it 
was taken away.186 
 
These observations were repeated through the multiple retellings of the doctor’s experiences. 
In another instance, the doctor, a midwife, and a translator were for hours unable to 
comprehend the conjugal lives of a woman who had brought in a child because she was 
apparently unable to distinguish between herself, her sister, and their respective husbands 
when asked about who the child belonged to. When those relationships were finally 
established, Seddon scoffed at their living arrangements: a family of ten in two rooms, a 
family of five in one. “Boys, girls, grandmothers, parents, uncles and aunts all lumped 
together like so much heterogeneous junk.”187 In another observation, the doctors came to a 
similar conclusion to that of other colonial experts that sought to improve the condition of 
the island, that one of the central causes of the polio outbreak was, in addition to the 
cyclone, the nutritional state of its subjects.188  
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The focus on the role of women as intermediaries between the ecological and social 
world lay at the foundation of development policy in colonial Mauritius. But the state’s 
production of anthropometric data about its subjects, and the biological interventions it 
sought to achieved through Mauritian mothers had resonances outside of just ideologies of 
development. As the following section shows, Indian intellectuals and politicians mobilized 
ecological and biometric ideologies of development within alternative epistemologies and 
sought to mobilize the bodies of Mauritians within the intellectual category of “Greater 
India.” 
 
Nature and the Biological Subject in Greater India 
 
The improvement of the natural world and of the human body was not a goal limited to 
nutritional or ecological experts in the colonial state. This final section shows how efforts to 
produce gendered and raced biological subjects operated within multiple political and social 
scales without being necessarily tied to the colonial state. It shows how regimes of regulating 
the biological lives of Mauritians emerged as a critical component of emergent forms of 
religious and racial belonging within the capacious geo-social category of “Greater India” in 
the twentieth century Indian Ocean World.    
 This final section, however, seeks to understand the integration of the political 
ecology of crisis and the role of women as mediating actors between the natural and the 
social into emerging forms of articulating political and social belonging in mid-century 
Mauritius. To be sure, the improvement of the natural world and the health of the subjects 
who inhabited it was a component of emerging state forms of belonging and citizenship. But 
the connection between biopolitics and the rise of the state is one well documented across 
diverse historiographical traditions. This concluding section therefore turns to ways of 
imagining the natural and the somatic within forms of community other than the nation.   
 In this section, the invocation of “India” as a cultural, social, and political touchstone 
to mirrors what Antoinette Burton has identified as the “politics of the citation.” In her 
analysis of Indian writers in Africa, she notes that the presence of African in African-Indian 
authors helped “to shore up and consolidate an Indian self-dependent on a set of racializing 
hierarchies—a citationary dynamic that points to a larger set of questions about Africa, and 
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of blackness, as a trope of the post-colonial political imagination.”189 But more concretely, 
what the following paragraphs show, in part, what Projit Mukharji has termed “biometric 
nationalism.190”  Mukharji shows how anthropometric data, while wielded by the colonial 
state, was quickly seized upon by competing visions of Indian nationalists.  While the notion 
of a political nationalist project was never an agreed upon outcome of Hindu intellectuals in 
the 1940s and 1950s, (indeed in later paragraphs I show how this was actively rejected by the 
intellectual who most passionately argued for a bio-metric vision of development), early 
political agitation by Hindu leaders was grounded in an a nascent anti-colonialism that took 
inspiration, in large part, from the political transformations throughout South Asia.  
The 1940s was an era of Hindu revivalism in Mauritius, but it was also a moment of 
political realignment in the colony. As Patrick Eisenlohr and others have shown, this was a 
decade of significant cultural effervescence amongst Hindu Indo-Mauritians. He identifies 
the linking of colonial efforts at institutionalizing education with communal emphases on the 
recovery of Indian languages as a powerful driver in the building of a diasporic Indo-
Mauritian community. As Eisenlohr observes, during the war, “Indo-Mauritians asserted 
themselves politically in the context of changes that were moving Mauritius towards 
decolonization in the British Empire…”and that “the teaching of ancestral languages led to a 
growing ethno-religious ‘communalization’ of debates about language in Mauritius…”191 
These visions of a regional model of political community grew alongside the writing of a 
new constitution. Indeed, for political elites within the colonial government in Mauritius, the 
a critical political question of the time was the writing of a new constitution, where questions 
of representation and universal suffrage dominated public and legislative conversations on 
the future of the island colony.  
Emergent discursive strategies of Hindu elites to articulate forms of religious 
community went largely overlooked by colonial government officials in as much as they 
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posed a serious threat to the political project of constitution writing, however. Certain 
figures, in particular Basdeo Bissoondoyoal, did prove to be thorns in the side of successive 
governors, but there appears to be little concern that he would undo the work of the state. 
However, debates over the scale of juridical inclusion ongoing amongst the political actors in 
mid-century Mauritius generated a response on the part of these intellectuals, a response that 
reveals a plurality of voices in mid-century, and ones that spoke back to colonial officials. 
The 1940s and 1950s saw increasing debates over what it meant to be Indo-Mauritian both 
culturally and politically.  
 In large part, the limited scholarship on identity in modern Mauritius has identified 
the middle of the twentieth century as an important moment in the formation what is largely 
considered the contemporary idea of what it means to be Indo-Mauritian.192 In large part, 
this has focused on revivalist efforts amongst major political, intellectual, and religious 
figures on the island. In addition to the 1940s being a moment of two significant social 
developments—of Hindu revivalism and of colonial development—many writers in the 
Indo-Mauritian popular press and in intellectual circles identified the moment of colonial 
development as one of scientific and technocratic expertise. But these authors did not 
merely defer to colonial forms of technocratic expertise, they sought to articulate alternative 
scientific ontologies that they believed also informed a potential awakening of Hindu life in 
the colony. In the pages of the newly-founded Indian Cultural Review, for example, authors 
debated the significance that an ancestral connection to India would have to Indo-Mauritian 
Hindus. One 1949 article entitled “The Scientific Background of Indian Civilization,” for 
example, sought to situate a formal scientific logic within ancient Indian religious 
traditions.193  “Ayurveda, literally the science of art and life,” the author noted, “cast in the 
distant past its rays in civilized countries like Arabia, Egypt, and Rome…cover[ing] 
Philosophy, Biology, preventive and curative Medicines, Surgery, and Ayurvedic 
pharmacopeia. The Ayurvedic physicians knew about human blood circulations, the laws of 
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Etiology, Therapeutics, and Dietary. They lectured about the infection by air and water of 
diseases like leprosy, fever, pulmonary consumption and about microbes.”194  
 This article in the colony’s first and most prestigious journal on Indo-Mauritian 
cultural life speaks to the significance of questions of scientific expertise at the moment of 
colonial development. It evidences an increasing effort to define a racial and cultural identity 
against a set of new social and political conditions in the colony. The author was not alone in 
his efforts to tie ideas of contemporary racial ideas about what it meant to be Indo-Mauritian 
to a utopian past defined by scientific inquiry. One actor who has largely gone unnoticed in 
the historical record of modern Mauritius is Pandit Atmaram Vishwanath. Atmaram came to 
Mauritius in 1912 at the request of Manilal Doctor, an attorney and politicians sent by 
Gandhi to edit the Hindusthani newspaper. Atmaram’s career trajectory was marked less by 
activism than it was by scholarship. He settled permanently in Mauritius and became on of 
the first authors of an authoritative history of Mauritius, Mauritius ka Itihas (The History of 
Mauritius) published in 1923. It was the first Hindi book published in Mauritius and lay the 
groundwork for dramatic growth in Hindi publishing in the colony.195   
For the purposes of this section however, I turn to one of Atmaram’s lesser known 
publications, and one in English, Truth at Last.  Truth at Last, published in 1949 at the height 
of the colonial developmentalist moment in Mauritius and in the wake of Indian 
independence and partition, specifically mobilizing anxieties over race, gender, and the 
environment to make claims about Indo-Mauritian and Hindu authenticity in a time of 
dramatic social, political, and ecological instability. Atmaram saw the mid-century as a 
moment of cultural crisis for Indo-Mauritians. Indo-Mauritian Hindus were under, he 
suggested, “a pall of ignorance and indifference” to their collective experience as a religious 
and racial group in diaspora.196 His emphasis on the religious and cultural specificities of 
Indo-Mauritians he believed, marked him in stark distinction from other authors at the time 
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who focused on political independence in India, or on “obsolete and worn out notions of 
nationalism and patriotism.”197 
Atmaram begins his assessment on the cultural decay of Indo-Mauritians in dramatic 
fashion: his opening chapter meditates on how Indo-Mauritians are a “dying race.” Drawing 
on colonial census data, Atmaram foresaw an impending demographic collapse of Hindu 
Mauritius.198 “Toiling and sweating” in the cane fields, Atmaram suggested that his predicted 
population collapse was  direct cause of “malnutrition, unhygienic and unsanitary living, 
inadequate medical help, immature unproductivity, infant mortality, birth control, poverty, 
ignorance, and conversion.”199 The same threat did not apply to Muslims and Creoles, he 
argued, in large part because of social custom. Muslim Indo-Mauritians eat better, were more 
virile, and cleaner, while Creoles were far removed from the diseased sugar cane fields, were 
“more clever,” more promiscuous, and eager to proselytize, in his estimation.200 
His analysis of racial difference having both material and cultural formulations mirrors 
the operational assumptions of colonial planners of the time as well. Hindu degeneration, he 
feared, was as much a question of interior decay as it was outside threat.  But the interior 
threats were not merely moral, but also material. Ill-prepared or non-nutritional foods were 
part and parcel of the larger threat of racial decay. Here, the consumption of food and drink, 
and the broader dietary habits of Indo-Mauritians were central to Atmaram’s argument. In 
this line of argument, the very data that the colonial state produced emerged as front and 
center of his case for changes in the Indo-Mauritian diet.  
In a subsection of the text focusing on diet, he begins by paraphrasing medical officer 
Frank Wilson’s assessment of Rankine’s nutritional study conducted in the first part of the 
decade. Atmaram was particularly worried of Wilson’s assessment that “the boys and girls of 
African descent are heavier than the Hindoo (sic) boys and girls for the same height ratio.”201 
He then relayed Wilson’s observation that eighty six percent of medical practitioners who 
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worked with children observed that in the sugar can fields, “Hindoo, Tamil, and Muslim” 
children were uniquely struck by malnutrition.”202 The threat that these numbers posed was 
catastrophic in his opinion. “If we cannot aspire to increase our number, we should at least 
preserve what we have and hence this dab at food and drink.” His multi-section analysis of 
Hindu food habits in relation to the data produced by the colonial state correlates to a much 
broader historical argument he makes for, counterintuitively, de-centering questions of diet 
to Hindu life.  
In an extended passage on the development of the cow as a sacred animal in Hindu 
religious life, Atmaram sought to contextualize the historical development of the practice 
and thereby remove its sacred sheen. While never explicit, this was done, it appears, to 
suggest that the eating of bovine flesh would not mark a consequential doctrinal 
transgression. Quite the opposite, one would be lead to believe by Atmaram’s text, that the 
increased consumption of meat would allow for Hindu Indo-Mauritians to attain a physical 
parity with other racial communities on the island, in particular Creoles who he noted ate 
meat with abandon. On cattle, he observed that the “more I think of the restrictions and 
prohibitions imposed by our ancients on certain articles of food and drink, [the] more I 
become convinced that the interdictions were originally not conceived by the considerations 
of hell or heaven but on practice reasons then prevailing in the country.” More specifically, 
he argued that because the cow had been a critical natural crutch, so to speak, in times of 
famine in India, that it naturally became sacred.203 “You can smoke gandia and drink Bhang, 
very harmful to health, ceremoniously, but you are not allowed to have a grog from a 
Chinaman’s shop. In this way our religious penal code confined to the stomach without any 
reference to health and strength has been prepare and this has remained theme of our 
religions for centuries.”204 
This separation of “the stomach” from the greater individual and social health was 
something exacerbated in diaspora. In particular, he notes the emergence of a cultural 
proclivity to perform sacerdotal piety while also engaging in religious transgressions out of 
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the view of other citizens. The “loss of food and drink” that occurs with Indo-Mauritian 
field labor, he suggested, had “given a mentality” to Indo-Mauritians to be ostentatiously 
pious around each other, but morally loose around members of other racial communities, in 
particular when drinking in Chinese shops. This was a moral failing that would continue, he 
suggested, because adults could hide behind the “shield of their creolized children.”205 
Efforts to articulate a distinct racial and religious identity at a moment of technocratic 
and scientific knowledge production in the colony was not limited to the writings of 
intellectuals however. Politicians and the newspapers of Hindu revivalist organizations also 
incorporated these concerns in their efforts to build political movements and a collective 
notion of Indo-Mauritianness. The most important figures of this time was himself a high-
profile Indo-Mauritian cultural and religious revivalist, Basdeo Bissoondoyal. Bissoondoyal 
was born in 1908 in rural Mauritius, Bissoondoyal became a significant political figure in 
mid-century. He undertook his higher education in India, Lahore and Calcutta specifically, 
and upon returning to Mauritius in 1939 took up what Jimmy Harmon has called a 
“discourse of defiance.”206 This discourse in defiance was explicitly anti-colonial, and he 
would articulate this anti-imperial message within a specific culturally Hindu aesthetic. He 
wore a dhoti, addressed his crowds in Hindi, and often held meetings in local baitkas, 
neighborhood meeting houses where community members would come to learn Hindi and 
perform other religious rituals or community events. Bissoondoyal operated within a 
crowded ecosystem of Hindu revivalists and other, non-religious political actors who 
interpreted their political and cultural position in Mauritius was fundamentally diasporic.207 
Much of the language of political mobilization and of resistance more broadly, then, 
operated within a spatial imagination of diaspora, claims for political inclusion and for 
cultural power were articulated through the lens of an Indian past.  
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A much-overlooked component of Bissondoyal’s political repertoire, however, was 
his strident engagement with the political and social developments in relation to the natural 
world,  nutritional campaigns and disease eradication efforts underway in Mauritius at the 
time of his rise. Writing at the cusp of independence thirty years later in his own retelling of 
Mauritian history, he noted that “To know the whole truth about Mauritius it is imperative 
to remember that calamites visit this island from time to time. Cyclones have been hitting it 
of late and it is not necessary to dwell upon the havoc wrought by them. Traces of their 
violence can be found even to-day…Malarial fever…brought great changes.”208 Cyclones 
and disease were formative “calamites” in the history of modern Mauritius in Bissoondoyal’s 
estimations, cyclones so much so that their effects were in his estimation not necessary to 
dwell upon because of their quotidian nature. His noting of cyclones and diseases as marker 
of Mauritian history show that natural threats were not mere peripheral tinkering’s by the 
colonial state towards an abstract development project, in Bissoondoyal’s mind, but rather 
constituted as significant and sustained threat to the potential political primacy of Hindu 
Indo-Mauritians in the colony.  
 Letters from Mackenzie Kennedy back to London highlight the role that questions 
of dietary restrictions were entering into discourses of Hindu nationalism and the formation 
of Indo-Mauritian cultural and political community. Unionist Hurryparsad Ramnarain, 
rallying on behalf of Bissoondoyal, drove at the heart of the matter at a rally in Midlands in 
January of 1944. In the wake of the 1943 riots, he spoke to the perceived effects that food 
rationing systems were producing communitarian imbalances. He noted that “the 
government had reduced food rations and, at the same time, encouraged drink to weaken 
Indians in order to keep them down.” He went on that the anemic efforts to import food for 
laborers shows just how disinterested the colonial state was in supporting the island’s 
poor.209 Bissondoyal, like Atmaram, expressed suspicion about the dogmatic belief in 
vegetarian in the 1950s, a time when Mauritians were “set a-thinking” about the role that 
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religious practice and public expression of creed could play in building religious 
community.210   
The anxieties over the effects of rationing on the social life of everyday Indo-
Mauritians appeared in the newspapers. In the pages of Arya Vir — Jagriti, the newspaper of 
the Mauritian branch of the Hindu reformist sect of the Arya Samaj, repeated columns 
wondered what the “causes are of our backwardness?”211 Quite often, authors in the pages of 
Arya Vir would answer this question with a cultural answer, and this answer was more often 
than not what was a purported backwardness that was reproduced by caste. 
 Alongside these articles were other pieces of writing that pointed to increased 
scientific rationality alongside a Hindu cultural commitment as a productive way of 
imagining a brighter racial and religious future.  One way this was articulated was, in the 
middle of the 1940s, by pointing to the development of a soon-to-be independent India. 
India’s “plans for the future,” revolved in large part, a reader of Arya Vir would be lead to 
believe, through its rapid adopting of scientific forms of social planning and natural 
management. The paper profiled Indian plans for “agricultural development,” “artificial 
fertilizers,” and “scientific research.”212The paper went to lengths to affirm, however, that 
these strategies drew from ancient histories of Indian stewardship over the natural world. In 
one article, for example, an author simply going by the name “Hindoo” argued that the “Red 
Cross Existed in India 2000 years ago.”213 
But the paper did not only attempt to offer a deeper history of Indian scientific 
thought, it also advanced an argument for racial scientific determinism that Atmaram would 
three years later also affirm. In one piece entitled “High Time for Elimination,” the author 
worried about the possibilities of an Indo-Mauritian extinction.  
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Evolutionary process does not eliminate altogether the character of the thing 
involved but gives shape by gradual advance from a rudimentary condition to a 
higher one, it rather transforms. But if the method becomes unwieldy and ungainly 
the thing perishes as is evidence in the fossils including the famous DODO[sic] of 
Mauritius which has become extinct only a few centuries before…This is what has 
taken place with the Hindoos. 
 
In this long march extending over thousands of years after the retreat of ice about 
18,000 years ago. Our ancestors experiment with life, death, rebirth, food, drink, 
clothes, castes, Karma, Idols, rites, creeds, sexts… 
 
…There is no design in the scheme of creation. Everyday life has been so evolved as 
to protect itself by its offensive of defensive means….214 
 
Again, this article was written by an author under the name of “Hindoo,” who explicitly 
articulated an evolutionarily-framed model of social development that mirrored the 
ideological underpinnings of colonial officials and of Hindu revivalists alike. 
What the writings of Atmaram, the politics of Ramnarain and Bissondoyal, and the 
publications of the notion of Indo-Mauritians as biological creatures was thus both a conceit 
of the colonial state to articulate massive interventionist policy in the lives of its subjects, but 
also a constitutive part of a budding intellectual framework for understanding Indo-
Mauritian life in an era of political change and development colonialism.  
 
Conclusion 
 
As this chapter has shown, bureaucrats like Wilkinson and medical officials like Rankine and 
Wilson, amongst others, spearheaded a model of social development that tied understanding 
Mauritians positions with in the island’s climate and ecology to ensure its productive 
capacity. This era saw the integration of a number of heretofore discrete aspects of the 
colonial state—its political arena, scientific experts, medical doctors, and technocrat—in 
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service of ensuring the stability of a pool of healthy and productive laborers. Development 
was, therefore, a broad-based effort in modifying the natural and social world in service of 
sugar. Indeed, the opening quotation of this chapter emphasizes the integrated project of 
development in the mind of the erstwhile governor: improvements in the land would 
produce improvement in the bodies of the people that inhabited it. As the last section has 
shown, however, conversations about the natural improvement and public health occurring 
amongst colonial officials proved to be a generative discursive field for Hindu intellectuals. 
Questions of health, the body, and the relationship Mauritians had to the natural world 
translated neatly into rhetorical strategies mobilized by people like Atmaram and 
Bissoonodyal. Just like state officials sought to understand the nutritional lives of Mauritians, 
so did Hindu intellectuals in the search for a language and model for understanding the 
dangers of life in diaspora.  
As a consequence of “development,” life on Mauritius changed. Efforts to improve 
the health of Mauritian subjects proved successful. Malaria rates plummeted and with them 
mortality rates. The island saw its population grow dramatically in the coming decades. A 
catastrophic cyclone in 1960, however, would reveal in dramatic effect the pressures that 
“overpopulation” and under-investment in social welfare and infrastructure. It is to the 
social, political, and cultural transformations that this cyclone, Carol, catalyzed that the next 
two chapters turn. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
CITÉ LIFE: 
 RACE, DECOLONIZATION, AND CYCLONE CAROL 
 
Introduction 
 
If the colony’s annual reports are any indication, the late 1940s and 1950s were a time of 
relative meteorological peace on the island. Between 1945 and 1960 Mauritius escaped 
unscathed from any direct landfalls by tropical cyclones.  The 1949 report opened, for 
example by exclaiming that “Mauritius was fortunate; it escaped visitation by a cyclone.”215 
The next year: “Climatic conditions have been on the whole, largely satisfactory…the most 
favorable factor has been, no doubt, the lack of cyclones.”216 While these reports also noted 
the enduring effects of the 1945 storms discussed in the previous chapter, there was 
collective relief amongst both colonial officials and the popular press that the island had 
gone so long without a storm. This would change in early 1960, however, when two, now 
named, storms, Alix in January and Carol in late February, would leave Mauritius reeling. 
Carol, in particular, was catastrophic. With winds exceeding one hundred and sixty miles per 
hour, it still holds the record for the most powerful storm in the island’s history. For such a 
powerful and destructive storm, Carol holds surprisingly little historiographical significance; 
in fact, it is largely invisible. This chapter, however, puts Carol at the center of social and 
political questions regarding processes of decolonization in mid-century Mauritius. In 
particular, it looks at how questions of race and the racial identity transformed as a 
consequence of the storm and how those transformations shaped debates over political 
independence.  
The historiography of 1960s Mauritius reflects a broader approach to the twentieth 
century historiography, which is to portray the decade as an historical dénouement to 
processes begun in the nineteenth; the political transformation of the island generated by 
Maurice Curé and the Labour Party (Parti Travallaiste) comes to its triumphant conclusion 
with the ascension of Seewosagur Ramgoolam to the position of first Prime Minister and 
leader of Labour. Indeed, the established histories of 1960s and the post-colonial era are 
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often high-political ones that narrate a story of decolonization from the perspective of those 
negotiating it: the ascendant political elite of Mauritius and British colonial officials intent on 
producing a politically-friendly state in the western Indian Ocean.217 For Simmons, the Carol 
and post-Carol era, from roughly 1959 to 1967 were ones dominated by question of whether 
or not Mauritius’ future was one of independent nation state or one “associated” with the 
British Empire; some elite Creole economic and political actors even suggested a 
retrocession movement back to the French Empire. These debates raged within the 
legislative assembly and in the public press as multiple parties both soft-peddled communal 
politics while also seeking to create delicate coalitions across communal lines. These debates 
were markedly more tame in the series of diplomatic negotiations between the leadership of 
Labour and the Parti Mauricien in London over the course of the decade.218 On the ground, 
however, the story is different. Carol is largely understood to be a transformative moment in 
the history of modern Mauritius.  
When an journalist asked Mauritian historian Benjamin Moutou about how cyclone 
Carol shaped Mauritius as part of an oral history effort to document peoples’ memories of 
the storm, his response was definitive: it changed how and where Mauritians lived.  
 
First of all, when you speak of the nature of habitation, before they [homes] were all 
maison creole, now Carol marked the disappearance of the maison creole, wooden houses, 
now there was a law that had been enacted that in the center of Port Louis you 
cannot construct wooden houses on account of fire and all that, but…after Carol 
there was no question of constructing wooden houses. Now all these housing estates 
that you see everywhere, have been constructed just to protect the people who used 
to live in thatch houses and corrugated iron roofs. Cyclone Carol is the cyclone 
which has marked the end of wooden houses and of corrugated iron sheets on roofs 
everywhere. I think Mauritius in one sense is uglier after cyclone Carol.219 
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Like most other Mauritians who lived through Carol, Moutou noted that the enduring marks 
of the storm have been the ways in which the physical and social space of Mauritius was 
reorganized in the decade following its landfall. Carol did major damage to the built 
environment of Mauritius. Nearly a quarter of the island’s homes were damaged beyond 
repair.220 From taxi drivers, to government officials, to academics, almost every Mauritian 
has pointed to the changes in housing as a primary after-effect of cyclone Carol. “It was the 
end of the straw huts” or “now the houses are square and built with concrete” are 
commonly offered as succinct descriptors of the singular changes the cyclone brought. And, 
as evident in Motou’s observation, there is often an ambivalence in these responses 
lamenting the loss of an old Mauritius as they also celebrate the rebuilding and 
transformation of Mauritius from a more primitive state of existence when the island as a 
whole was subject to the regular onslaughts of cyclones. Indeed, Carol made Mauritius 
“uglier,” yet safer.   
This chapter, however, interrogates what often goes unsaid in casual conversations 
about how Mauritius has changed as a result of Cyclone Carol: the ways in which ideas of 
popular notions of race took new meaning in the years following the landfall of the storm. It 
argues that the reordering of social space following Carol opened debates over Mauritian 
history, the viability of a multi-racial democracy, and, more specifically, the role that the 
Afro-Mauritian Creole peoples played in the history of the colony and their future in an 
independent Mauritius.221 To access this story, the chapter looks specifically at the 
construction of the cités—housing estates constructed by the late-colonial and post-colonial 
governments that sought to provide affordable, cyclone-proof housing for those left 
homeless and without a claim to land after Carol—as critically important developments in 
shaping discourses of racial belonging and political decolonization. They were built under 
the aegis of the Central Housing Authority (CHA), a governmental bureaucracy created after 
Carol to tackle the problem of home ownership and the construction of cyclone-proof 
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homes.  Today, the vast majority of cités residents are Mauritians of African origin, who, as 
descendants of formerly enslaved peoples on the island, had been largely excluded from 
development, housing, and land-ownership schemes in the decades preceding Carol.222  
At the moment of their construction in the 1960s, the cités quickly emerged as sites of 
debate over the political, social, and cultural future of the colony. Carol, of course, did not 
strike a politically or socially inert island. The delegation of resources, discourses of 
resilience, rebuilding, governmental entitlement, and the emergence of political leadership in 
the storm’s aftermath grafted onto deeper historical debates over race, belonging, and 
personal place in twentieth-century Mauritius. These debates reached into the island’s distant 
past, as well as looked towards its immediate future. The storm and its aftermath brought to 
bear new questions regarding these historical processes. How would a future Mauritius 
endure the economic trauma engendered by tropical cyclones? How would Mauritians adapt 
to these massive infrastructure projects? How would the rebuilding of the country shape 
what was understood by many as the gradual movement towards political self-rule? 
The cités changed popular notions of racial belonging and produced a new set of 
discursive and material concerns that shaped the national conversation over race and 
decolonization. These changes occurred on two scales: the national and communal (the term 
often used in Mauritius to refer to race). Nationally, the cités brought Afro-Mauritian 
communities into urban and peri-urban spaces in unprecedented ways in the island’s history 
and at a time when the future of the island was uncertain. As such, new political and social 
intimacies between racial communities—Afro-Mauritian (Creole), Indian, Chinese, and 
Franco-Mauritian—inflamed debates over the political and social changes seen as necessary 
in the moment of political independence. Communally, the cités re-ordered the social and 
economic everyday lives of Afro-Mauritians, who had heretofore and for the most part lived 
in isolation from the economic and political hubs of power in the colony.  The move to the 
cités changed how communities interacted, where people found employment, and how black 
Mauritius understood their participation in Mauritian political, social, and economic life 
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more broadly.  To have physical permanence in Mauritius, that is to say, to have a house that 
could withstand the forces of cyclones, offered a corrective to centuries of historical injustice 
in the eyes of black Mauritians. It was seen as addressing what one interviewee called “the 
cyclonic condition” (kr: kondition siklonik). This condition, interrogated more thoroughly in 
the concluding section of the chapter, refers to the regularity with which descendants of 
slaves were forced to rebuild after their homes were destroyed by cyclones. This condition 
was ultimately more than that, however; it was also a status of temporal impermanence and 
geographical dislocation. 
This chapter’s linking of temporal impermanence and the claim to geographical 
space as constitutive parts of racial identity also draws from the broader theoretical 
interventions of spatial theory, which suggests that “place” is the “the outcome of social 
processes of valuing space [the physical setting in which an event occurs], a product of the 
imaginary, of desire, and the primary means by which we articulate with space and transform 
it into a humanized landscape.”223 The inability to be spatially rooted in the Mauritian 
landscape had made the present and future uncertain, or at the very least not open to change 
for black Mauritians. So, while for many modern Mauritians the cités mark the beginnings of 
urban and peri-urban social ills, they must also be understood as moments specifically for 
black Mauritians to lay claim to a history of the island perennially denied to them. 
In large part, this argument relies upon scholarship that has interrogated the 
twentieth century urbanization of modern Africa. Much of this work has been devoted to 
understanding the ways in which colonial states inscribed power into the built environment, 
as a method of “enframing” and monitoring colonial subjects.224 Other studies have sought 
to understand the ways in which prevailing economic forces, most often the consolidation of 
                                                        
223 Robert W. Preucel and Lynn Meskell, “Places,” in A Companion to Social Archaeology, edited by Lynn Meskell 
and Robert W. Preucel (Malden, Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 215. See also: Henri Lefebvre, La 
production de l’espace (Economica, 2000) For more on how post-colonial politics reordered the geo-political space 
of the Indian Ocean, see: Jeremy Prestholdt, “Locating the Indian Ocean: Notes on the Post-Colonial 
Reconstitution of Space” Journal of Eastern African Studies, Vol. 9, No. 3, 2015. 440-467.  
 
224 This work has emerged out of a Foucauldian framework of emphasizing observation and the colonial efforts 
at disciplining subjects. Examples in African historiography: Timothy Mitchell, Colonizing Egypt, Garth Myers, 
Verandahs of Power. Edward Denison, Guang Yu Ren, and Naigzy Gebremedhin. Asmara : Africa’s secret modernist 
city (London: Merrell, 2003);  Karina Landman, “Gated minds, gated places: the impact and meaning of hard 
boundaries in South Africa,” in Samer Bagaeen and Ola Uduka, eds. Gated Communities: Social Sustainability in 
Contemporary and Historical Gated Developments(London: Earthscan, 2010). 
 
 
 
 102 
material capital and labor in urban nodes have reshaped social and cultural formulations.225 
This chapter pulls generally from the broader conceptual paradigms that see urban 
architectural change as an articulation of colonial power, but it is firmly situated within the 
latter category that focuses on the local socio-cultural registers of urbanization. More 
specifically, it emphasizes the historical significance of the broader process of urbanization, 
which is to say the incongruency of plans of colonial forms of urban planning with the 
unforeseen social and cultural changes catalyzed by those plans. 
The chapter begins with an evaluation of the interstices between the politics of race 
and political decolonization from the late 1950s to 1960s. This first section writes a yet 
untold story about the roughly two decades before independence from the British Empire. It 
was a period of turbulent political change in Mauritius, when a number of political parties 
were vying for social relevance and political power in a colony where the politics of race, 
while hardly absent throughout its centuries-long history, had taken on new urgency as 
multiple people and parties sought to position themselves as the political beneficiaries of the 
end of empire. This overview shows just how race often emerged as the language of political 
grievance in the era of decolonization in Mauritius, and it assess the ways in which Afro-
Mauritian political organizing and modes of self-identification developed at mid-century. It 
also shows how the articulation of place—the imbuing of a Mauritius with a specific set of 
racially exclusive meanings—was part of the lexicon of racial identity in the middle of the 
century. This background is critical to understand the social and political stakes engendered 
by the profound changes in the built environment that the second section of the chapter 
shows. Here, we see how the foundation of the Central Housing Authority (CHA), the 
ongoing work of colonial experts in tropical housing, and the political machinations of 
members of the Mauritius legislative council oversaw the physical construction of the cités in 
the 1960s. This section also illuminates how non-governmental organizations in the late 
colonial and post-colonial eras helped produce the broader discursive tropes of black 
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backwardness that were born out of the social conditions of the cités. Finally, the chapter 
takes a closer look the experiences and memories of those living in the cités. It looks in 
particular at the development of Cité La Mivoie in the Black River district of the island. In 
the early 2000s, La Mivoie was the site of the Mauritius Truth and Justice Commission, a 
long-term study of the history of the legacy of slavery in Mauritius, through the eyes of 
people living in the estates. Based on the raw and published data of this report, interviews 
conducted by previous researchers and my own interviews of residents of La Mivoie, as well 
as with social workers who service the community, this final section attempts to understand 
how life changed for its residents after cyclone Carol and how life in the cités differs from 
national narratives that emphasize social corruption and moral deviance.  
 
Memories of “Mazambik” and the Post-Colonial Futures of the “Nasyon” 
 
The question of housing struck at the heart of the social and political life of mid-century 
Mauritius because affirmed a vision of race defined by space; space both as a structuring 
component of a diasporic narrative, as physical permanence in Mauritius, and as a relational 
component understood through social proximities with other communities. Mauritius has no 
indigenous populations. Its original inhabitants—Dutch settlers and enslaved Africans—
came from elsewhere. And as earlier chapters have discussed, the shift from Dutch to 
French to British imperial control, and from African to South Asian populations of laborers 
have shaped the demographic, linguistic, and political history of the country in ways that 
have allowed multiple communities across centuries to lay claims to belonging on this Indian 
Ocean island. This is not to say that that unlike other areas of Indian Ocean Africa where 
genealogical models of racial thought informed autochthonous claims over land, but rather 
that racial identities were formed by marshaling historical narratives of movement and 
diaspora to give the landscape meaning.226  
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 Scholarship on the making of black identities in modern Mauritius has tended, as 
much scholarship on the island itself, to focus on the seventeenth through nineteenth 
centuries. This is a product, in large part, of the voluminous source material available to 
researchers. For scholars like Megan Vaughn, William Miles, Edward Alpers, and Vijaya 
Teelock, one of the central questions has been the genesis of a coherent identity in diaspora 
from the African continent.227 Unfortunately, the Indian Ocean stands in stark distinction 
from the Atlantic World where black figures like Equiano generated a “diasporic literary 
tradition” or where figures like Marcus Garvey articulated a Pan-African movement that 
would allow historians to reconstruct a narrative.228 With that said, however, studies on the 
African diaspora in the era of slavery have shown that imagining and cultivating affective 
bonds between Afro-descendant communities in the Mascarenes, the Persian Gulf, or 
southern India to continental Africa existed, most often as a strategy of affirming an 
communitarian identity. In Mauritius these bonds existed through a number of social and 
cultural registers—through the translation of religious documents, musical tradition, 
nomenclature of self-identification that drew from continental Africa, and even the naming 
of a neighborhood in Port Louis “Camp Yollof” after the “Senegalese” who first settled 
there.229 And to this day, ethnographic research has shown the new forms of affirming 
cultural connection between Mauritius and continental Africa through the growth of cultural 
heritage sites.230 
 This section shows that debates over the political future of the island in the middle 
of the twentieth century activated historical imaginations of space and place in Mauritius that 
had existed for centuries. As earlier chapters in this dissertation have shown, beginning in 
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the 1930s, Afro-Mauritians were not alone in operating within a discursive landscape where 
belonging was tied to locating oneself in the historical space of the Indian Ocean; Indo-
Mauritian belonging also relied on articulating belonging within a diasporic framework. As 
many scholars of the African Indian Ocean have shown, Indian diasporic consciousness—
which at times incorporated Africa into a capacious geo-political spatial conception of 
“Greater India”—was often a critical component, as well as a political foil, for African 
nationalists politics throughout Eastern and Southern Africa.231 And beginning in the middle 
of the twentieth century, Mauritian intellectuals and politicians like Jay Narain (JN) Roy, 
Pandit Atmaram, and Basdeo Bissondoyal, while dramatically different from each other in 
tone, ideology, argument, and background, were articulating an Indo-Mauritian identity 
predicated on the historical experience of diaspora.232 This was a narrative of racial 
community, as was also shown in earlier chapters, championed by groups working with non-
elite populations like the Arya Samaj.  
In addition to a communal narrative over a collective diasporic experience, land 
ownership and the attendant physical permanence it allowed has also operated as a critical 
component of identity formation in Mauritian history. As earlier chapters have also shown, 
Indo-Mauritian access to land through processes of morcellement allowed for Indians to lay 
claim to Mauritius, an ostensible “Little India” In the late nineteenth century.233 The nexus of 
landownership and communitarian identity building was not new in Mauritius, however; it 
predated morcellement.  Expression of racial belonging through geographical permanency 
emerged through the racialization of historical patterns of land redistribution. Land, as 
Mauritius’ history since French rule has shown, was often subdivided, sold, or otherwise 
conferred along racial lines. Centuries before the elimination of racial categories from the 
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census, for example it was free people of color (gens de couleur libre) in Mauritius who were the 
first peoples of African and Asian descent to acquire landholdings in the colony. This was a 
racial and social category comprised primarily of a small group of manumitted slaves, mixed 
race people, and free people of Asian origin, in particular Indians from the French holding 
of Pondicherry. By the early nineteenth century, three fourths of all free people of color 
appear to have been Mauritian born, pointing to their solidification within the social 
structure of the island and as a “distinct corporate identity.”234 They also, for the first time, 
outnumbered white Mauritians by 1815.235 This identity also became tied to landownership 
over the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  And as Richard Allen has shown, in 
Mauritius, “the acquisition of real property was crucial too free coloured’s attempts to 
establish a significant place for themselves in colonial society.”236 In large part, before the 
building of the cités in the 1960s, Afro Mauritians could make no juridical claims to 
landownership, as many had become either fisherman or, had they acquired, saw it 
expropriated by white farmers.237So it was clear, then, that for centuries the lack of an 
indigenous population to Mauritius meant that laying claim to land on the island afforded a 
sense of belonging and integration into colonial life.  
In contrast to earlier centuries when Africans and Afro-Mauritians figured 
prominently in the historical record, this community largely slides out of the archival record 
of the colony in the twentieth century. As such, reconstructing the political thought and 
cultural history of Afro-Mauritians poses quite significant methodological challenges. A 
singular Afro-Mauritian-directed newspaper, L’Épée, which emerged in the late 1950s is, as 
far as my own work can tell, the only publication whose target audience were Afro-
Mauritians. Importantly, the paper was published both in French and in Mauritian Creole in 
an attempt to at least symbolically represent the concerns of non-elite and African Creoles. It 
should be noted that the paper’s editor, Joseph Coralie, was himself a Creole politician who 
used the paper in the later years of the decade to support his ultimately unsuccessful 
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candidacy for legislative elections in 1959 under the Parti Mauriciene, the party largely 
considered to be a “Creole” political organ. And while L’Épée never became an official 
mouthpiece for Afro-Mauritians, many of its articles spoke to the deeper social and political 
anxieties that informed Afro-Mauritian life.238  
The articles, editorials, and columns of L’Épée spoke to anxieties about African 
political power in what many feared would be a French or Indian Mauritius. The specter of 
future Hindu and Franco-Mauritian political dominance was central to the formation of an 
Afro-Mauritian political and cultural psyche in the middle of the twentieth century. Afro-
Mauritians were under siege according L’Épée, from political forces aligned with the Franco-
Mauritian elite and from the growing political power of Indo-Mauritians and India itself, a 
newly decolonized nation that had begun to assert its political power throughout the Cold 
War Indian Ocean.  “Vive le Complex d’infériorité,” a weekly repeating column in the late 
1950s, retold stories of the little man making it big or of life changing strokes of luck 
affecting the lives of the poor or marginal, for example.239 And to be sure, Afro-Mauritians 
comprised the collective little man of the political and social landscape of mid-century 
Mauritius, as the paper went at great lengths to remind its readers. This point was most often 
made by referencing the history of slavery (kr: esklavage) on the island. 
The paper also regularly deployed invective as a way to challenge the positions of 
more conservative Creole politicians.240 One of the most striking features of this publication 
was, however, the “dialogue” in each edition between two fictional characters, Soondron, an 
Indian, and Gaby, an Afro-Mauritian Creole, who in their debates or conversations with one 
another articulated some of the most salient political issues of the day. In the late 1950s, for 
example, conversations centered around the political future of Afro-Mauritian Creoles.241 
Suggesting that Mauritians were “guinea pigs” in a global multi-racial experiment of 
decolonization. Gaby railed against the “white” Creoles that ran the Parti Mauriciene, the 
political party which ostensibly advanced the interests of all Creoles. Discussing the 
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possibility of an Afro-Mauritian like Coralie running in the city of Curepipe, Gaby wondered 
whether or not the candidate was hamstrung by the fact that “the island was too small, that 
he was too much a man of the people, and that he was too African [the original term here 
was mazambique].”242  
The paper’s use of the term mazambique offers an important view into complexities of 
articulating nationhood at mid-century in Mauritius. Mazambique [alternatively spelled 
mazambik] speaks to a specific historical memory that links Afro-Mauritian identity to the 
African continent and to the history of slavery. In his authoritative dictionary of Mauritian 
Creole, Vinesh Hookomsing defines mazambik as “a derogatory term for a Mauritian of 
African decent.” But he also notes that “mazambik is phonetically distinct from the name of 
the country, Mozambik, though the two words are no doubt cognate.”  He goes on to situate 
the word and its etymological relatives within the relative fluidity the broader historico-
linguistic landscape of the southwest Indian Ocean. He observes, for example, that msumbiji, 
the Swahili name for the country of Mozambique, is markedly different in etymology from 
mazambik, a marker of place. At the same time, among the Giriama, an ethnic group within 
the broader Mijikenda people of coastal Kenya, the term msimbiji is a marker of race— and in 
particular, of blackness.243 The term kreole (Creole), on the other hand, is defined as a “locally 
born person of any race,” while also a “Mauritian of racially mixed descent, usually 
Christian.”244 The term melanz could also apply here for a mixed-race person.  
As scholarship on the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries has shown, the evolution 
of the term mazambik evolved in relation both to the point of origin of African slaves and to 
the processes of creolization that occurred between the coasts of eastern and southern 
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Africa, the Comoros, Seychelles, Madagascar, and Mascarenes.  Edward Alpers has 
demonstrated, for example, that while the term Mozambiques may have been “no more than a 
convenience for a slave owning class in Mauritius” to the extent that the term collapsed a 
number of continental African and island (Madagascan/Comorian/Seychellois) ethnicities 
into one category, its use within Mauritian society and its movement across the Mozambique 
channel to Madagascar and the Mascarenes reveals a more complex past.245  Initially an 
ethnic category ascribed to slaves in Mauritius in the early nineteenth century, Mazambik 
slaves existed alongside Creoles, Indians, Malagasy, and even some Malay slaves. Mazambik 
here was institutionalized thus as an umbrella term to mark slaves brought from various 
ethnicities across southern and eastern Africa. It initially emerged in the eighteenth century 
both a racial identity that hailed both blackness and continental Africa, a distinction from 
other Creole. Its folding into the broader term “Creole” remains unclear, that is to say the 
processes and points of convergence that allowed for mixed-race peoples and peoples of 
African decent to occupy the same category in official state calculations is unclear.  
Mazamik does not stand alone within the Creole lexicon in its polysemousness: the 
term nasyon is also marked by definitional flexibility.246 Nasyon can mean both the formal 
political structures that constitute a nation state, or, as it is most often used colloquially 
within Afro-Mauritian communities, an ethnic grouping. Unlike for Indo-Mauritians for 
whom the term, as mentioned earlier, graphs onto caste differences, for black Mauritians 
nayson confers inclusion within a broader historical narrative that ties the community to 
Africa and the slave trade: the history that makes one mazambik. One interviewee from the 
early 2000s study on the legacy of slavery (Truth and Justice Commission—TJC) on the 
island noted that: 
 
Q: What does a Creole person look like? 
 
A: Creoles are black people. A Creole is someone like me, nasyon. 
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A: What does nasyon mean? 
 
Q: Same as ‘Mazambik’, we are distinct from others, we came from [continental] 
Africa.247 
 
If we place L’Épée’s observation that Coralie was too “mazamibque” side-by-side with 
the above observation of a black Mauritian in the 2000s, what appears are a number of 
intellectual convergences and separations. On one hand, we observe the slippage between 
notions of race and nation. These ideas were not, and do not continue to be, mutually 
exclusive categories of political thought or action, and as such historical debates over the 
political future of the island at time of decolonization should be read with attention to the 
multiple register of meaning that were deployed throughout by the press, political elites, and 
subaltern actors. Thus it is possible to see the fundamental incongruence between political 
vocabulary of decolonization with communal patters of inclusion and exclusion. On other 
hand, the linguistic and intellectual connections made between race and nation signify 
Mauritius’ position with the broader geo-political space of the southwest Indian Ocean, a 
space where race and nation were never terms exclusive to themselves, and where histories 
of “Africa” loomed large within discourses of racial difference and civilizational expansion 
and contract. The process of building a shared notion of community and leveraging that idea 
to interpret historical change and contemporaneous political issues reflects John Kelly and 
Martha Kaplan’s analysis of “community…as a fundamental political institution” in late-
colonial Fiji.248  
This erasure, or more precisely this non-inclusion, in state census calculations of 
terms like black, Africa, Creole, or mazambik, does not mean, however, that they had no life 
in the informal, daily calculations of race. The use of the term to describe Coralie’s failed 
candidacy in the middle of the century points to its salience in the everyday vernacular of 
black life in mid-century Mauritius as a strategic re-appropriation of a history of violence.  
And even by the early twenty first century, mazambik has endured as a form of self-
identification, while retaining forceful derogatory identification of Afro-Mauritains. As one 
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Afro-Mauritian resident noted in an interview with the TJC on the legacies of slavery in the 
island, mazambik endured as a societal burden and slur: 
 
My biggest suffering is in the lack of self-esteem. Because my father was mazambik, 
my mother’s family rejected him. Creoles still have disdain for themselves. He cannot 
accept himself. It’s a bad start in life. It has been hard for slave descendants, because 
the slave system is an economic system. The Catholic religion is the official religion 
of this system. 15 articles on Code Noir talk about the Catholic Church as a partner 
of this system. It is still damaging the descendants, by stigmatization. You remain 
tikreol for life whatever successes you have.249  
 
Embedded within this observation is a comment on historical and civilizational difference 
that undergird twentieth century racial thought in Mauritius, namely that the contemporary 
Afro-Mauritian Creole identity is marked both one largely rejected by contemporary 
Mauritian society and marked by specific historical narratives: slavery, the legacies of French 
racial governance, and the complicity of the Catholic Church.  Collectively, this shared 
history produced the tikreol, in this interviewee’s estimation. Ti being the diminutive prefix 
added to nouns in Creole that roughly translates to “little.”250  
The use of the term mazambik in the pages of L’Épée in the middle of the twentieth 
century should therefore be understood as a deliberate attempt on the part of the 
newspaper—and we can assume Coralie—to address and cultivate a specific racial political 
constituency—Afro-Mauritian Creoles—as distinct from the politically-mainstream mixed-
race Creoles. What that said, however, Coralie’s candidacy as a member of Jules Koenig’s 
PM required a deft balancing act in that it encouraged Afro-Mauritian political participation 
in Creole party whose leadership was constituted by a very different people within the 
broader Creole spectrum. In one conversation, for example, Gaby and Sondoo, parse out 
whether or not Jules Koenig was, in fact, a “true Creole.”251 They concluded that he was. 
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From the pages of L’Épée, readers learned that tracing ancestry to continental Africa 
through the slave trade could define Afro-Mauritian identity and affirm a diasporic notion of 
mazambik.  This dual result most saliently achieved by emphasizing the work that Afro-
Mauritians had done for the building of the colony. In one cartoon published in the weeks 
before Coralie’s standing in the municipal election, the paper showed a shirtless black man 
“burying alive” a pit of light-skinned people who represented the “anti-black” establishment 
of Mauritius, also referred to as “our communal adversaries.”252 The imagery and language of 
a communal response to racism affirmed an image of blackness tied to national labor, yet a 
labor largely ignored or exploited by non-black Mauritius. As the image went on to affirm: 
“the discipline of men like us continues to confound men of color [those who would also be 
part of the larger “Creole” population], Hindu-Mauritians, and Muslims, who continue to 
court us…is the first line in our attack and defense.”253 
 The translation of racial identitarianism into political action came to a head in the 
1959 general election. L’Epee argued for a black awakening on the island at the moment of 
the elections in the colony. Indeed these were critical elections that would ultimately lay the 
political groundwork for the 1961 talks in London that would begin the move towards 
political independence. Ultimately, the Parti Mauriciene ended up sending a delegation to 
London, but as the pages of L’Épée showed, however, there was little hope that either the 
PM or any other politician or political party in Mauritius had the interests of Afro-Mauritians 
at heart. The paper’s efforts shifted from electoral sloganeering to arguing for a larger 
cultural and political “awakening” for Afro-Mauritians. It did so in a number of ways: by 
deepening its anti-Hindu bend and by locating the future of black Mauritian politics in 
radical syndicalism.254 It should be noted, however, that in all likelihood the political salience 
of syndicalism had limited appeal beyond mixed-race Creole urban artisans and 
dockworkers. Many Afro-Mauritians did not work in industries where unions existed: 
agriculture, fishing, and salt production, to name a few.  
                                                        
 
252 “Enterrons Les Vivants” L’Épée, 4/3/1959-11/3/1959. 
 
253 “L’Enfoussier a l’ouvrage” L’Épée, 11/3/1959 - 18/3/1959. 
 
254 The paper ran, for example, a series on the benefits of beef consumption and lobbied for its increased 
importation from nearby Madagascar.  
 
 
 
 113 
Even after Coralie’s defeat, the orientation of the black political imaginary remained 
directed towards continental Africa. The embrace of syndicalism, while itself indicative of a 
broader intellectual engagement with a global lingua franca of revolutionary socialism, was 
paired with an effort to link the potential for racial and class liberation in Mauritius with a 
growing discourse along the same lines in other parts of Africa. L’Epee, for example, 
encouraged Mauritians to consider applying for the new African Labour College in Kampala, 
Uganda. The college was a site from where the intellectual and political genesis of African 
syndicalism would, ostensibly, grow the world over.255  
  The paper also explicitly articulated a notion of diasporic belonging for Afro-
Mauritians as a necessary corollary to the Indo-Mauritian affective and political connections 
to South Asia, as well as to other parts of the world, in fact. One “dialogue” between Gaby 
and Sondoon for example, displays the power of the diasporic community at work, as well as 
intellectual distinctions between notions of race, nation, and citizenship. Gaby begins: 
 
Gaby: What’s your opinion, Soondron, of the speed with which my country is 
advancing towards winning its independence?  
 
Soondron: You think Mauritius is capable of winning its independence these days? 
Are you crazy? 
 
Gaby: It’s not Mauritius that I’m speaking to you about, but Africa. 
 
Soondron: Weren’t you born in Mauritius….? 
 
Gaby: …Don’t you know that everyone in our country has three nationalities? 
Indians have three nationalities, whites have three nationalities, Muslims have three, 
Chinese have three…what can we Creoles do who don’t have three? 
 
Soondron: What do you mean? 
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Gaby: It’s simple my friend! Indians…are descendants of people from India, 
therefore they are Indian by decent, they are Mauritian by birth, and British by 
citizenship. Whites are the same: French by descent, Mauritian by birth, British by 
citizenship. Chinese the same, Muslim the same. So what are we to do, we of African 
decent who have the right to make a claim to a Creole [kr: patiwayou] king, like any 
other race in this island? 
 
Soondron: Ah Gaby, you are the first person that I’ve met who is happy to claim 
decent from the Zulu [kr. Zoulou] in this country256 
  
As in earlier observations highlighting the spatial production of race in Mauritius, this 
fictionalized exchange also shows the slippage of terms like nation, race, and citizenship.257 
For Gaby, and, one would presume, given that this conversation was published in L’Épée, by 
extension for most Afro-Mauritians, affirming historical links to continental Africa was not 
incompatible with an individual’s existence as a Mauritian. In fact it was a critical component 
of being Mauritian; that is to say, there was an explicit acknowledgement in Gaby’s plea for a 
connection to “Zulu” and African ancestry that Black Mauritians needed to secure ancestral 
roots outside of the island, just as Indians, Chinese, and White Mauritians could do as well.  
 Nevertheless, it would seem that at the beginning of the 1960s, the vernacular of 
Afro-Mauritian social critique and political belonging lay in a growing call against the specter 
of Hindu domination, a communal fear articulated by a number of political parties, and by 
growing syndicalism. By March of 1960, however, that would change, as the trauma brought 
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by cyclone Carol would not only physically reshape the island, but also provide all 
Mauritians, and in particular Afro-Mauritians, a new set of symbols, reference points, and 
discursive strategies to affirm community and mark difference between and amongst each 
other. 
As the cités filled with new residents towards the end of the 1960s, the racial 
landscape of the island changed. The vast majority of cité dwellers were, and indeed continue 
to be, Mauritius of African decent.258 As a consequence of the historical and socio-economic 
position of Afro-Mauritians, cyclone Carol was understood to have had a particular effect on 
their lives and livelihoods. As Roseabelle Boswell has noted, the cités are linked in the 
historical memory of Afro-Mauritians to cyclone Carol and the broader question of le malaise 
Creole.259 Carol was described as “the hand of God” in L’Épée, and a number of stories 
published in the years after its landfall tracked the construction of the cités and the spatial 
reorganizing of the island.  
The movement of Afro-Mauritians into urban and semi-urban spaces brought to the 
fore new questions about the uncertain social and political future of Mauritius. As outlined 
in the first section of this chapter, the prospect of “communal” politics imbued the political 
landscape with fear and suspicion that racial tensions might impede the political and 
economic development of a future independent nation of Mauritius. These social tensions 
came to a head with a series of explosive race riots in the weeks and months before and 
immediately following independence in March of 1968 between Muslim Indo-Mauritians at 
the “General Population,” i.e. Afro-Mauritian “Creoles.”260 
These were not the first signs of racial tension in the island. In 1964, for example, 
the town of Vacoas was nearly consumed with unrest when a group of Hindu men attacked 
two Muslim men they mistakenly believed to have been drug dealers and petty thieves.261 
The violence that plagued the colony around the moment of independence revealed the 
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extent to which race had become the political idiom of mid-century. The riots quickly cast 
into doubt the viability Mauricianisme, or any other articulation of a multi-racial utopia into 
doubt. However, the riots also needed an explanation beyond just “racial tensions.” It was 
during the riots that that the specter of the cité emerged as the site of explanation; of national 
shame and transgression; as incubators of racial instability.  
The newspapers on the morning of April 3, 1968 revealed the how central the cités 
had become to anxieties over racial violence. Ever since the beginning of the year, the colony 
had been struggling with violence between Muslims and Afro-Mauritian Creoles that were 
rumored to have developed within the estates ringing Port Louis. On April 2, 1968, 
however, the colonial government brought the fight to the cités. While the island had 
ostensibly attained political independence around four weeks earlier, a group of British 
soldiers were flown in from Malaya, fresh from fighting its own armed insurrection, 
providing the government with an armed battalion to quash the violence that had gripped 
the island’s urban areas. In the early morning hours of April 2, these soldiers surrounded the 
cités of Vallijee, Roche Bois, and Martial, all within the urban zone of Port Louis. The city 
had been under a curfew for around a week at this point, with police and military efforts 
reportedly recovering large caches of weapons owned by “gangs.”262  The violence in Port 
Louis was thus initially tracked to the cités. But these estates in particular, however, were 
distinct from other regions of the island. They were not only occupied by Afro-Mauritians, 
but also with other members of the urban poor who had been displaced by Carol, Indo-
Mauritian Muslims in particular. The pre-dawn raids uncovered a variety of offensive 
weapons. Twenty-three people were arrested for violating the curfew; two, on suspicion of 
murder.263 
Beyond the association of racial violence with the cités was the question as to what 
social relations would be reproduced in light of their construction. Mauritius, like its Indian 
Ocean neighbors in Kenya, Tanzania, Malaya, Singapore, Burma, and others, was engaged in 
a public debate over how to accommodate a multiracial democracy, how to rationalize its 
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history of racism with the prerogatives of a Hindu majority, as well as how fit those issues fit 
into a context of Afro-Asian political cooperation that had gained currency amongst political 
elites in newly decolonized nations after the 1955 Afro-Asian meeting in Bandung, 
Indonesia. Indeed concomitant with coverage about the violence at the moment of 
independence were editorials on Afro-Asianism as a prophylactic against future racial 
tensions. For many authors, Afro-Asianism seems to have been a global corollary for 
Mauritianisme.264 As one editorial argued, “African and Asians have first to live in harmony 
with our respective continental peoples…Europe is powerful! America still more powerful! 
Asia and Africa can and will match them…the Afro-Asian dream will come true, whether in 
ten or one hundred years.”265  
These riots were heralded twenty years earlier in Durban, South Africa, where 
explosive violence between Indians and African in 1949 also thrust the question of racial 
cooperation to the fore of public concern. In Durban, as it would be twenty years later in 
Mauritius, questions of the role that an Indian diasporic community would play in the 
development of an African country despite an increasingly global language of Afro-Asian 
solidarity.266  As Mauritianisme and Afro-Asianism emerged as salient idioms of domestic and 
global political engagement across races, the cités became emblematic of a transgressive racial 
communalism. Some feared that the cités were an unofficial form of South African style 
apartheid, in particular in the light of the recent violence. 
 
“above all one very serious dilemma. Will refugees be able to reintegrate into their 
old lodgings, (those of course which have not been burned to the ground) for the 
idealist who always respond, ‘naturally, they must reintegrate. It’s only like that will 
real peace come between communities, etc”. Only realities know well that this is 
impossible! How many refugees will accept to rent a house in a dangerous 
area?...They want to be able to sleep  soundly, and where a husband who leaves for 
work will not be constantly asking where his wife and children are. We already see 
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this happening, though: “there are already Creole neighborhoods and Muslim 
neighborhoods. And each time that we create these barricaded ‘ghettos’, 
‘communalism’ wins a bit more territory and the cause of peace sinks lower.”267 
 
These worries about violence and racial integration, exemplified through the 1968 riots and 
their relationship to the cités evidence a growing fear that the island was slipping into a de-
facto form of communal living. 
 
Changing the Social Landscape: Constructing the Cyclone Estates 
 
Cyclone Carol was historic. The storm’s landfall in the first week of March of 1960 
transformed Mauritius. To this day it holds the record for both the lowest barometric 
pressure and the highest wind speeds ever recorded on the island. 268Throughout Port Louis 
and other towns on the island, the homeless “roamed the cities” looking for bread and for a 
roof to sleep under.269 To accommodate them, local governments opened refugee centers, 
converted public schools into temporary shelters, and began to immediately distribute tools, 
plastic sheeting, and bamboo rods to encourage people to rebuild to the extent that they 
could.270 As in the aftermath of previous storms, the governor and members of the colonial 
administration stressed the importance of “self-help.” 
Of course, “self-help” was not equivalent to having a sufficient plan for rebuilding 
the colony.271 The damage wrought by Carol was catastrophic to the electrical grid, to 
transportation networks, and to water reservoirs.272  Above all, the starkest lesson Carol 
taught the colonial government was the need for housing infrastructure. Initial figures 
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between the two storms of 1960—Alix (which made landfall on January 19) and Carol—
placed the number of residences destroyed between eighty and one hundred thousand.273 
This number was smaller after a more thorough accounting, but there was difficulty initially 
in evaluating the extent to which dwellings were destroyed or damaged. This level of 
destruction revealed the weakness of most Mauritian housing structures and the relative 
disinterest of the colonial state in imagining the construction of adequate housing. The 1952 
census revealed as much. Despite some aborted attempts at instituting a nation-wide housing 
plan, housing infrastructure across the colony was for all intents and purposes non-
existent.274 At the time, census officials reported that there were approximately one hundred 
thousand dwellings it  deemed to be “hovels,” and fifty thousand were judged to be 
“huts.”275 Hovels were defined as “a small dwelling cheaply built and in a state of disrepair.” 
Huts were “a small dwelling made of cheap of flimsy material such as bamboo, ravenal, or 
straw with a thatched roof.” There were smaller numbers of “cottages,” “better class 
homes,” and around thirty five hundred “mixed tenements.”276 The cyclones, however, had 
revealed the extent to which the colonial state had effectively turned a blind eye to the 
question of housing. 
Many of the political parties at the time saw the landfall of Carol as a political 
moment to be seized. Almost immediately, Labour Party leader Seewosagur Ramgoolam and 
Minister of Labour Veerasamy Ringadoo went to London to lobby for reconstruction 
funds.277 Ramgoolaam and Ringadoo’s trip was viewed with suspicion by many of the other 
political parties at the time who had already seen Labour as the party that had embraced 
British plans for gradual independence, and their trip for funds appeared at face value as a 
way to position Labour as the delegator of reconstruction funds and political largesse. 
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Conversely, the Independent Forward Block party (IFB) under the leadership of the 
Bissondoyal brothers was officially excluded from any governmental negotiations on 
reconstruction, and as such it vehemently insisted that loans be extended to people who lost 
their homes and that reconstruction begin immediately.278 
The destruction brought by the storms spurred the legislative council to act. 
Approximately two weeks after the landfall of Carol, debates began in the legislative body to 
devise measures to better confront the threats to substandard housing that cyclones posed.279 
The charge for the colonial government to take up the task of providing cyclone-proof 
housing, or at least access to it, was taken up by two members in particular: Jay Narain Roy, 
representing Plaine Magiene, and Gaetan Duval, an up and coming Creole politician of the 
PM from the town of Curepipe. Roy and Duval figure prominently in the debates in the 
Legislative Assembly: Duval in particular as a champion for specific housing policy directed 
towards the Afro-Mauritian population and Roy as a moral voice for the importance of 
cyclone reconstruction. Highlighting these two actors shows that the high politics of 1960s 
Mauritius was not merely a set of negotiations between political elites and the British 
colonial state towards independence, as it usually the case, but rather that members of the 
legislative assembly saw the aftermath of Carol as a salient moment to engage questions of 
race, reconstruction, and the future politics of Mauritius.  
In late March of 1960, when the council met for the first time after the storm, Roy 
emphasized the human cost of the storms and the opportunity that the cyclones presented 
for a reorienting of Mauritian society. Roy was a third-generation immigrant whose family 
had come in the 1861 to work as a sirdar, or field overseer on the sugar fields of Mauritius. 
Like most Mauritians, he traced his ancestral lineage to Bihar, in the foothills of the 
Himalayas in north-central India.  As a child, he was identified as having an inclination  for 
academics.. His family sent him to India at age sixteen to study under Pandit Banarsidas 
Chaturvedi, and Pandit Madan Mohun Malaviya. He would then enroll at Allahabad 
University where he concentrated on English literature and Law. After graduating with a law 
degree, he began to work closely with the Indian nationalist movement, and with Gandhi in 
particular. After a catastrophic 1935 earthquake in Bihar, Gandhi asked Roy to work on the 
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reconstruction effort under the guidance of the future president of India, Rajendra Prasad. 
This was a formative time in Roy’s life. It was during two years of work on reconstruction 
after the Bihar Earthquake when he refined for himself a number of ideological and 
intellectual commitments: Gandhian nonviolence and Marxian social theory in particular.280 
And it was in working on his primary task in Bihar—to found a new post-earthquake 
village—that his political commitments came into view. Minapur, as the village would 
become known, proved exemplary of the political possibilities opened by the power of 
nature. The razing of Bihar offered an opportunity to rebuild again, in Roy’s opinion. The 
earthquake heralded the possibilities of revolutionary change of Marx with an agrarian vision 
of development and post-colonial nationalism offered by Gandhi.281 
The legacy of Minapur lived on when Roy returned to Mauritius and his work on 
housing after Carol gathered force. After joining the Labour Party, he pursued a career in 
politics. Having split with Labour, he was ultimately elected to the Legislative Council in 
1948 as an independent candidate. He also held editorial positions at a number of 
newspapers in the colony. In the weeks and months after Carol, Roy emerged as an 
omnipresent voice in articulating a vision of post-reconstruction and, by extension, post-
colonial Mauritius. In both his columns in the colony’s papers and on the floor of the 
legislative assembly, Roy spoke about the moral case for mass construction of cyclone-proof 
housing. Beyond founding his own utopian village in the model of Minapur dubbed “Carol 
Village,”282 he postulated that the destruction left by Carol and Alix could mark a new 
beginning for the colony. In his article “Alix and Socialism,” published between the landfalls 
of Alix and Carol, for example, Roy argued that Alix was “a blessing in disguise, as it enabled 
an audit of political accounts.”283 “Mauritius is in the cyclone zone,” and, headed, “the basic 
conception of welfare can only be weighed against the capacity of the average man to 
withstand [this] scourge.”284  
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On the floor of the legislative assembly not long after the landfall of Carol, he argued 
for what he believed was the moral imperative for immediate and thorough reconstruction: 
Spiritually speaking, it might be asked whether it is necessary to put shelters between 
the sky where the Creator is said to exist and the head of man which creates 
everything on earth. But, in fact, these shelters have always been a sort of 
delimitation between the kingdom of God and that of men. And I believe it is more 
than that. In the worldly sense it is the delimitation of civilization. To put it simply, 
we may say: Tell me how your workers are lodged and I will tell you what is the state 
of your civilization, and what is the state of your prosperity.285 
 
PM representative and firebrand member of the legislative council, Gaetan Duval, similarly 
argued for the importance for a massive, post-Carol public housing project as part of a larger 
moral vision of the future of the island.  Born in 1930 in Rose Hill and trained as a lawyer in 
Curepipe and London, he joined Jules Koenig’s PM in 1955, when the language of 
communalism had begun to take hold on the island. Duval’s career would flourish in the 
1970s and 1980s as the leader of the PMSD (a new title the PM would later adopt), and 
eventually as Vice President of the Republic. But it was his time as a member of the colonial 
legislative council working on questions of post-Carol reconstruction that would cement his 
reputation as a populist, earning him the nickname “King Creole” as a champion of the 
Creole community. Indeed, Duval’s rise to prominence at the moment of Carol’s landfall 
proved to quite significant. The PM had been undergoing a reshuffling of its leadership. 
Koening was beginning to delegate power to Raymond Devienne, but all signs were that 
Duval would ultimately direct the parliamentary presence of the party. Duval’s legislative rise 
gave “new life” to the PM by beginning to advance populist legislation like the 
implementation of mass housing projects as a way to “uplift the prestige of the party and at 
the same time discredit” Labour.286 
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In the weeks after the cyclone, Roy and Duval pushed for the government to assume 
responsibility for re-constructing a cyclone-proof island.287 A number of questions emerged 
as to what kind of plan would be required from the government. Would reconstruction be 
run through already existing and rather anemic local town and village planning committees? 
What would a time line for reconstruction look like? And, most critically, who would mostly 
benefit from these efforts? The organization of a plan for reconstruction was initially 
delegated to Abdul Razak Mohammed, the national Minister of Housing, who was a 
conservative politician, immigrant to the island, and 1958 founder of the Comité d’Action 
Musulman political party (CAM). In the weeks following Carol he was tasked with 
articulating the future housing projects that the colonial state would embrace. Mohammed, 
with other members of the council, in particular Duval and Roy, urged London to organize 
and fund a massive housing development program. Makeshift refugee camps that were built 
in the immediate aftermath of the storms had become increasingly squalid, a political liability 
for the government, and a short-term fix to what was gradually being understood to be a 
structural problem.288 Additionally, the camps were largely located at far distances from the 
original site of habitation for many refugees, as complaint that Roy brought to the floor of 
the legislature on more than one occasion.289 
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Figure 4: “Refugee” Camp constructed after cyclone Carol, 1960 in Barkly, Beau Bassin. Barkly would 
ultimately become one of the largest estates built in the following years. Central Housing Authority Annual 
Report, 1965, Appendix B 
 
A final plan was ultimately constructed which saw both London and Port Louis 
tackle the problem collectively. In November of 1960, Ordinance Number 32 of the 
Legislative Assembly created the Central Housing Authority (CHA), which was a Mauritian-
based governmental body purposed to oversee the re-construction of the island, an 
important move which re-centralized housing policy throughout the colony after nearly 
twenty years of increasing delegation of city and town planning organization to village and 
town councils crated in the 1940s.  Now, housing policy would be federalized under the 
initial leadership of Abdul Razak Mohammed and the CHA. However, the planning and 
construction decisions to be made through the CHA would initially come from metropolitan 
and other colonial housing experts, in large part brought from other colonies in southern 
and eastern Africa.  
London initially sent George Atkinson, architect and head of the tropical housing of 
the Division of Scientific and Industrial Research (DSIR) as a consultant to Ian Macleod, the 
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Colonial Secretary, to conduct a study of the effects of the cyclone and to draft a 
reconstruction program. The task before Atkinson was herculean. His initial report to 
Macleod confirmed a plan for upwards of twenty-five thousand homes and a budget 
approaching nearly 1.5 million pounds.290 The stakes were clear for him: “Disasters like 
Cyclone Alix […] and Carol […] reveal unsolved problems of bad housing and poverty.” He 
identified a series of systematic shortcomings that he saw as the underlying causes of the 
devastation wrought by the cyclones and the difficulties in rebuilding: a lack of housing data, 
weak town planning systems, little systematic land subdivision and usage, rent control, and a 
“an experienced institute for home savings and loans” for building.291  Atkinson confided to 
a friend that because  “so little concrete data”  obtained, he  had to “rely on my judgment 
and instincts” to piece together a coherent plan of action.292 To his supreme frustration, 
there was no qualified town planner in Mauritius at the time of Carol’s landfall.293 Within 
days of his arrival in Mauritius, then, Atkinson realized the enormous scope of the project at 
hand. His role was officially advisory, however. A.J. Archibald, Atkinson’s close friend, was 
ultimately selected to lead the CHA, a tenure he would hold from the middle of 1960 until 
1965.  
Even before the formal outlining of a plan for reconstruction, however, the question 
of Mauritius’ racial demographics moved front and center of how the government would 
move forward with rebuilding. The appointment of Archibald was initially seen as a potential 
risk because of his position as a member of the Johannesburg town council in nearby South 
Africa It had been twelve years since the election of D.F Malan in South Africa. Malan and 
the nationalist party began to officially pursue a domestic policy predicated on apartheid and 
as a consequence, South Africa became a global pariah state. While tapped early by Atkinson 
to be the most qualified for the position, an official confirmation of his appointment to lead 
the CHA was delayed on the grounds that “owing to present feelings over events in the 
Union [most likely the Sharpeville Massacre] it looks as if recruitment there is not possible at 
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the present time.”294 He defended himself by arguing that “apartheid doctrines” were “so 
objectionable in the eyes of the world,” that the Union government of South Africa “stinks 
in the nostrils of the world.”295  
Archibald’s defense of his liberal credentials seems to have convinced the colonial 
government in Mauritius. Public Works Department (PWD) head Robert Newton 
responded by thanking Archibald and noting that, in fact, the colonial government in 
Mauritius was deeply concerned about how to manage race and racial division as it moved 
forward with its proposed housing schemes. The “intensely difficult problems of Africa” 
were best to be avoided in Newton’s estimation and appeared confident that Archibald’s role 
in the Johannesburg local government would ultimately pose no significant hurdle to his 
participation in the CHA.296 
Archibald and Atkinson went to work immediately fielding offers for timber, 
concrete, and other materials from neighboring South Africa, Kenya, and the Rhodesias to 
begin enacting Atkinson’s master plan. The original cyclone housing scheme outlined by 
Atkinson and passed in the legislative assembly in late 1960 advocated for seventeen 
thousand timber houses to be built for sale and three thousand concrete ones to be occupied 
by renting tenants. This plan was initially based on an assumption that a majority of the 
houses which had been destroyed were those of “owner-occupiers,” that is to say people 
who both owned the home and occupied it at the time of its destruction.297 This belief, 
which was ultimately based on a lack of data on the nature of Mauritian homeownership, 
was designed to encourage the rebuilding of these homes on plots that were already 
connected to the island’s infrastructure (roads, water, and sewage). Part of the legislative 
action to initiate the Cyclone Housing Scheme was to institute a model for financial 
assistance, as well. Applicants had to provide some proof that their houses had been in the 
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storm, and that they were unable to pay back a government loan or had insufficient funds of 
their own to rebuild their homes.298 
However, as an early analysis of the applications of those applying for assistance in 
the reconstruction effort after the passing of the Cyclone Housing Scheme plan noted, the 
vast majority of those whose homes were destroyed after Carol and Alix were not, in fact, 
owners of either the land or of the homes they occupied. Following a second visit by 
Atkinson in November of 1961, a new plan was adopted the next year, published as 
Government Notice 71. The emphasis in the new plan was the construction of “housing 
estates.” The construction of estate was an even larger undertaking than the initial rehousing 
plan. Construction required the government to purchase land and to extend state 
infrastructure to accommodate these new estates.299  
Under the new plan, the number of homes was revised downward, to just over 
fifteen thousand, and they fell into four broad categories.300 First, seven thousand homes 
were to be built as part of multiple housing estates on land purchased by the Mauritian 
Government in urban areas with access to waterborne sanitation, water, and road access. 
Each of these homes was to be fitted with an outdoor kitchen or “cooking shelter” and a 
wash closet.301 The second was an allotment of five thousand homes in estates on land also 
purchased from the government in “semi-urban” districts which had access to “pit latrines 
and public water fountains,” as well as to a “small cooking shelter.”302 Third, approximately 
three thousand homes were to be on land owned by individual applicants; and finally, one 
thousand small houses equal to five hundred standard houses were “to be rented to families 
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unable to pay the installments for the standard houses.”303 These houses were also offered 
retroactively to applicants who last their homes in cyclones Beryl in December of 1961 and 
Jenny in February in 1962.304 
In addition to efforts to build homes for ownership, one of the first actions of the 
legislative assembly aggressively supported by Duval was tenant protection. In addition to 
exposing a crisis in homeownership on the island, “cyclones [had] revealed difficulties 
between landlords and tenants,” observed Atkinson on his arrival in Mauritius, noting that 
tenants repeatedly lodged complaints against landlords for refusing to rebuild damaged 
properties without assistance from the government.305 In addition to promoting 
homeownership, the municipal government of Port Louis began passing laws formalizing 
the relationship between landlord and tenant. These laws were modeled on the “Landlord 
and Tenant Ordinance” passed in shortly after Carol, and they provided for the courts to 
“order the landlord to effect the necessary repairs” to a dwelling house.306 The president of 
the Port Louis homeowners association celebrated the laws, and noted that it was Carol that 
finally allowed for the laws to be written.307  
Contracts for the majority of the homes to be built in the estates for eventual 
ownership were tendered to Longtill Ltd., a Mauritian construction company. Longtill 
homes accounted for approximately half of the homes built in the estates. Rectangular 
timber structures with corrugated iron roofs, the homes displayed a distinctive design and 
were equipped with a number of cyclone-proof features like 22 -ounce galvanized iron roof 
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sheeting hooked onto steel bars attached to the homes’ foundations; galvanized windows 
and doors; and a wall of two-inch concrete. The interiors of the homes were whitewashed.308  
As Longtill homes were ubiquitous, they became synonymous with Carol itself. Cité 
Longtill became shorthand referencing any homes or estates in the 1960s that were under 
construction after the storm.309 The homes themselves emerged as markers of a new 
moment in the development of Mauritius. One survivor of Carol observed that the cyclone 
“taught us to take precautionary measures in the future,” and encouraged people start 
building concrete homes.310 The first three thousand Longtill Homes were divided into seven 
initial estates that stretched from the outskirts of Port Louis to the uplands of Beau Bassin, 
along the main road that extended from the northwest corner of the island to its central 
highlands.311 This initially construction emphasized already-existing patters of urbanization in 
Mauritius. The area between Port Loui and Beau Bassin was already urbanized, but 
populated largely by Hindu and Muslim Indo-Mauritians and Creoles. This physical space 
became the heart of where “new” Mauritius was being built (See figures 3 and 4). 
Occupation of these estates proceeded slowly at first, but a 1962 housing census 
celebrated the fact that a gradual movement to the urban areas of the island was being 
avoided.312 This had long been Atkinson’s suggestion, and it had been the policy advocated 
by Archibald, Mohammed, and the CHA more broadly. The preference to resist the 
urbanization of the island was a policy prerogative inherited from past governments on the 
island in the course of implementing “development” schemes. As earlier chapters of this 
dissertation have shown there was a pervasive belief amongst most colonial administrators in 
Mauritius, and in particular amongst those staffed in the Ministry of Labour, that Indians 
and Indo-Mauritians were culturally averse to city life. This belief undergirded the economic 
commitments of the state to the continued cultivation of sugar. Just as the 1945 cyclones 
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had not pushed the colonial state to diversify its economy, neither had Carol. Part and parcel 
of Atkinson’s plan, therefore, was to ensure that enough agricultural space remained for the 
continued cultivation of sugar. What thus emerged after Carol was the uniquely 
contradictory policy position to increase the population density of the country without 
urbanizing it.313  
But even with the stated plan to limit urban growth while also retaining significant 
tracks of agricultural land, many left homeless by Carol, Alix, and later by Beryl and Jenny 
avoided the cités because they were simply inadequate. Indeed, in many cases living with 
families, staying in resettlement camps, or in improvised housing after the cyclones was 
preferable to the conditions of some of the cités. The government suggested that the initial 
lack of interest in moving to cités was the reluctance of the poor to take on costly 
mortgages.314 Both explanations were true. Most of the semi-urban estates were simply not 
connected to the large infrastructure of the islands, to systems of roads, sewage and 
electricity. It was also the case that for many of the poor who had lost their homes after 
Carol, a long-term mortgage was financially untenable. The result was a yawning gap 
between the number of houses being built and those occupied. Between the opening of 
Vallijee in 1962 and the middle of 1965, the colonial government scrambled to provide these 
estates with these basics. 315 
As the initial project of building cyclone proof homes now burgeoned into a nation-
wide expansion of housing and infrastructure, a new problem emerged in the scheme: many 
of the tenants found themselves in arrears.316 From the outset, the CHA wielded 
extraordinary powers: it both arranged, paid for, and oversaw construction and acted as the 
bank that would subsidize mortgages. But by 1964, thousands of homes were either empty 
or occupied by squatters; many families who had applied to be eligible for an estate home 
were late in paying both their mortgages and the leases on the land where their homes stood. 
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317 A 1964 memorandum circulated within the CHA noted the improvisational nature of the 
arrangements the CHA had engaged in the process of estate home allocations. There appear 
to have been no initial checks into sources of income, savings, or networks of financial 
support in the initial petitioning for estate homes,318 a fact that appears to be confirmed by 
the implementation of a policy that one could successfully apply for an estate home based on 
a demonstrated lack of income. As such, efforts to collect back payments on the home and 
the land proved to be quite difficult. Government officials tasked with collecting rents were 
urged to brace for a slew of explanations, and to practice “tact, persistence, and integrity” in 
the face of “family problems” or other reasons given as to why payments were delayed. In 
other instances, they were urged to be firm with those so significantly in arrears that they 
were considered squatters.319 The CHA did offer purchasers the option of dropping their 
mortgages in favor of tenancy, but ultimately, little legal action appears to have been taken 
against squatters or those delinquent on mortgage payments.320 Indebted parties were initially 
asked to come up with the money on their own terms, asked to sell their assets to make 
payments, and could eventually be subject to eviction. But because there was no legislation 
that governed the relationship between land lessor/mortgages recipient and the government 
as the holder of those debts, legal eviction was uncommon. 
Thus, the CHA was compelled to draft a system of institutionalized landownership. 
This process essentially amounted to constructing a system for distributing land outside any 
sort of market through the gradual transfer of crown lands to residents of the cités. It’s hard 
to overstate the significance of this process, as land in Mauritius had been, and indeed 
continues to be at a premium. In the centuries before the construction of the cités, the sale 
and control of land was highly regulated. It was, in large part, under the of Franco-
Mauritians and, in the case of small farmers, some Indo-Mauritians by the turn of the 
twentieth century.321 This system advanced by the CHA attempted to pair homeownership 
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with landownership by lending? Approving home mortgages. Over a twenty-five year period 
at six and a half percent interest. Because in most cases the land of the estates was crown 
land, it would initially be leased to the homeowner for a period of ninety-nine years.322 
Purchasers of estate homes, then, were to sign both a lease for the house and a lease for the 
land.323 While it is clear that this gesture did not signal an immediate shift in wealth from the 
state to private citizens given the length of the lease, it did mark a moment of significant 
juridical inclusion for Afro-Mauritians who had to this point been marginal to all 
bureaucratic efforts to institutionalize wealth through land ownership. Much like for free 
people of color in the eighteenth century, and Indo-Mauritians in the late nineteenth century, 
access to land on the estates after Carol? Should be understood as a transformational 
moment when a historical marker of belonging—laying claim to land—became officially 
extended by the colonial government to black Mauritians 
And although there were significant initial problems—the lack of infrastructure, non-
payment of mortgages, and squatting—the colonial government, and in particular politicians 
who were beginning to jockey for leadership roles in the political decolonization of the 
island, recognized that it was in the economic and political interests of most parties involved 
to ensure that most Mauritians were granted access to cyclone proof housing. On the floor 
of the legislative assembly in Port Louis, Gaetan Duval’s star rose as a vocal defender of the 
right to access cheap public housing, further cementing his growing persona as “King 
Creole.” In the midst of the crises of unoccupied or unpaid for homes, and in the wake of 
some of the CHA homes suffering damage from cyclone Jenny in 1962, the CHA came 
under heavy scrutiny by the Legislative Assembly, in particular Housing Minister 
Mohammed. Duval swiftly came to the defense of the organization, arguing that the CHA 
needed more funding and oversight, but that its core mission remained unchanged. Two 
years later, Duval would replace Mohammed as minister of housing.324 His role as housing 
minister would become enshrined in black popular memory on the island. As one elderly 
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resident of the cités who traced her ancestry to enslaves Mauritius who traced ancestry from 
both the Seychelles and Pondicherry, but who identified as Creole noted, “There are many 
Creoles in the cités. It’s after Carol that the cités were built. Duval did look after us very 
well.”325 
By 1965, the initial problems that had plagued the Cyclone Housing Programme 
seemed to have been mitigated. The gap between houses built and occupied gradually shrunk 
as roadways and sewage pipes began to link more semi-urban areas to more populous parts 
of the colony. The problem of delinquent payment was also reduced by the fact that the legal 
procedures that had been established to pursue those in arrears were both too weak to 
pursue the ever growing amounts of delinquent tenants and those who were brought to 
court were “hardcore cases…those who were not able to able to pay the monthly 
installments and whose level of arrears had reached such a level they felt it was not 
worthwhile to make any arrangements” to pay back the loan. The result was thus not a 
collection of indebted capital but rather occasional evictions. And in many cases the 
evictions were either never fully enforced or the evicted families would return at a later 
date.326 And to this day, it appears that in some cases, tenants in CHA homes waited out the 
government, and were ultimately awarded ownership of their homes after years of non-
payment.327 Efforts by members of CHA to pursue these tenants were ultimately stymied by 
the newly-appointed housing minister Duval, preventing the housing director of the CHA in 
his attempts to collect rents.328 
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Figure 5: Map of CHA Estate Locations throughout Mauritius, Central Housing Authority Annual 
Report, 1965, Appendix B. The marked area highlights the space where the most and largest cités were built, 
the area that stretches from Port Louis in the northwest of the island to Curepipe in the center.  
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Figure 6: Population Density, 1972. Main Report: Mauritius Shelter Assessment” United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID) Housing Office 1978. The square again indicates the densest population zones in 
the country, again in the area between Port Louis and Curepipe.  
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But as Mauritianisme and Afro-Asianism emerged as salient idioms of domestic and 
global political engagement across races, the cités remained associated with a transgressive 
racial communalism. In La Vie Catholique, the newspaper published by the Dioceses of Port 
Louis, and one that was comprised of a readership that included both elite Creoles and Afro-
Mauritian Catholics, editorialists the cités were an unofficial form of South African style 
apartheid, especially in the light of the recent violence: 
 
“above all one very serious dilemma. Will refugees be able to reintegrate into their 
old lodgings, (those of course which have not been burned to the ground) for the 
idealist who always respond, ‘naturally, they must reintegrate. It’s only like that will 
real peace come between communities, etc”. Only realities know well that this is 
impossible! How many refugees will accept to rent a house in a dangerous 
area?...They want to be able to sleep  soundly, and where a husband who leaves for 
work will not be constantly asking where his wife and children are. We already see 
this happening, though: “there are already Creole neighborhoods and Muslim 
neighborhoods. And each time that we create these barricaded ‘ghettos’, 
‘communalism’ wins a bit more territory and the cause of peace sinks lower.329 
 
Anxiety about the violence of the 1968 riots and their relationship to the cités evidence a 
growing fear that the island was slipping into a de-facto form of communal living 
In the years after independence and the riots that surrounded the events, social 
research done by L’Institut pour le Développment et Les Progress (IDP), an organization 
allied with the Port Louis Catholic dioceses, affirmed the fears that the cités marked a 
potential pothole in the road to the modern nation state that initially appeared in 
newspapers. Was highlighted by the social work that directed its efforts at conducting 
sociological studies on Afro-Mauritian communities and which also worked broadly on 
“development” within the black community in Mauritius. In the last few years of the 1960s 
and early 1970s, for example, the IDP conducted a wide-ranging sociological study that 
focused primarily on three particularly large cités in the Plaines Wilhems district, the most 
populous on the island and home to the major towns of Rose Hill, Quatre Bornes, and Beau 
                                                        
329 Et maintenant, quoi?” La Vie Catolique, 4/2/1968. 
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Bassin. Published in 1972, this study of everyday life  in the cités of Barkly, La Cure, and 
Malherbes, all located in the quickly-urbanizing belt between Port Louis and Curepipe, was 
aimed at responding o “the need” to understand the social and cultural effects of the 
“irruption of the cités across the countryside of Mauritius,” to understand their “inhabitants, 
professions, their economic situation, as well as cultural and social.”330 
The picture painted by the IDP was stark. The three cités were all hotbeds of social 
instability which the IDP attributed most concretely to the material impoverishment of most 
its residents. Unemployment averaged around 60% for fathers, and around 85% for 
mothers.331And while these numbers were quite high, the research also emphasized the ways 
in which the respondents characterized the type of work they did and the moral qualities 
needed for success in the work they did.  The most popular job—what was considered the 
most lucrative and sought-after position—was “mechanic,” while a doctor was considered 
the least attractive, which most likely meant that a medical career registered as least 
attainable. The most important quality needed at the workplace, the respondents of 
Malherbes suggested, was “patience.” 
Dissatisfaction with employment prospects was mirrored by broad disapproval with 
what people estimated to be their broader social limitations engendered by life in the cités. In 
some cases, the authors of the study suggested that “housing was sufficient” for the 
happiness of residents. Data that pointed to the need for greater social engagement in the 
estates through various civic organizations was interpreted as the estates lacking the 
“equipment” for each resident to “flourish according to their capcities” (s’epanouir selon ses 
capacites).332  The authors noted, however, that problems that plagued each, while often 
intersecting, were locally specific. Nevertheless, one of the most significant conclusions of 
the study was the worry that “the cités were becoming akin to societies in and of themselves,” 
and were in need of a “social evolution.” As this observation shows, the IDP had come to 
the conclusion that the cités, and by extension, Afro-Mauritians, were separate from 
mainstream Mauritius.  Indeed, IDP publications actively discussed a circumscribed vision of 
                                                        
330 IDP Enquete des Cités, Amédée Nagpen, “Avant Dire.”  
 
331 IDP Enquete des Cités, Le Travaille: Personnes qui Travaillent en permenance” pp. 20-21. 
 
332 IDP, Enquete des Cités, 54. 
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pan-African connection that lay in the work of the short-lived African and Malagasy Union 
(UAM/OCAM in French), which sought to promote cultural and political connections 
across post-colonial Francophone states. A series of articles published around a UAM 
meeting in Mauritius in 1973 published its monthly newsletter, Flash, argued that Afro-
Mauritains were part of a broader part of post-colonial Francophone Africa.333 
While the data produced by the IDP does reveal how the material differences 
between Afro-Mauritians and other groups contributed to notions of how racial difference 
was a lived experience in post-Carol Mauritius, its connections to the Catholic Church 
render some of its conclusions steeped in the language of moral uplift and social 
transformation. Flash often emphasized that “development” was, first and foremost, 
demanded a societal belief in the “primacy of man.” Development was possible only because 
“man, by nature, has the power to effectuate change.”334 Amédée Nagpen, historian of the 
Port Louis diocese, vicar, and editor of La Vie Catohlique, outlined the role that the IDP 
would play in Mauritian development: “the Mauritian society that we want to create is one 
based upon personal responsibility.”335 IDP studies, therefore, helped develop an image of 
the cités, and Afro-Mauritians more broadly, as distinct from Indo-Mauritians, Chinese, or 
other groups on the island, but also, in part, products of cultural differences inherent to 
Afro-descendant peoples. They also cemented the idea of the cite as a discursive touch point 
to emphasize racial difference. An interview with one Indo-Mauritian homeowner in the 
town of Quatre Bornes, Plaines Wilhems emphasized this point. When asked about the 
processes of rebuilding after cyclone Carol, he suggested that Hindus and Muslims of the 
island, they were provided some cash and materials to built their own homes on land they 
owned, while black Mauritians were “given the key” to their homes in the cités…why didn’t I 
get the same amount of money?”336 The observation that Afro-Mauritians were effectively 
given homes at the government’s expense while other communities had to pay for and 
construct their own homes is pervasive in contemporary Mauritius, and part and parcel of a 
broader assumption that black Mauritians are not hard workers. The largesse of the state is 
                                                        
333 IDP Flash, No. 15, May 1973, p. 10. 
 
334 IDP Flash, No. 11, December 1972, p. 5. 
 
335 IDP Flash, No. 14, March 1973, p. 3. 
 
336 Author Interview with Dharamlall Chooroomoney Quartre Bornes, December 2016. 
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also interpreted as the genesis for social instability, as the cités today are often associated with 
criminal activity caused by cultural delinquency. 
While the dominant popular assumption throughout Mauritius, and in particular 
amongst white, Indo-Mauritians, and Chinese is that the cités are places of social depravity, 
the testimonies of some of the residents of these estates points to a more complicated story, 
one that highlights histories of social and cultural upheaval, but also one that emphasizes 
transformation and, at times, racial emancipation and transformation.  
 
“We are the New Mauritians”: Disaster, Race, and the View from the Cité 
 
This final section evaluates the ways in which the memory of cyclone Carol and life in the 
estates shapes modern notions of black identity in Mauritius.  The history and testimonies of 
those living in the cités explored here complicate standard narratives of race in Mauritius by 
challenging the dominant explanatory models of Afro-Mauritian historical change. At its 
most foundational, many Afro-Mauritians who now live in the cités and who lived through 
Carol often (although by no means exclusively) remember the rebuilding process after Carol 
as an emancipatory development in the history island rather than the moment they were 
condemned to live in urban “ghettos.”  
This section examines the testimonies issuing from a number of different cités into 
consideration. To be sure, there are dozens of cités scattered throughout Mauritius that are 
home to hundreds of thousands of people. And as it was emphasized to me repeatedly in 
both casual conversation and in formal interviews, there is no singular experience or 
narrative that encompasses the complexity of human experiences in the estates. One estate 
resident, for example, reminded earlier interviewers that “each housing estate is different, 
they are not all the same.”337 And just as cités are historically distinct from one another, so too 
are the histories of cyclone, including Carol. Taking that diversity of experience into account, 
this section does emphasizes the experiences of one cité in particular: Cité La Mivoie in the 
Black River district of southwest Mauritius. While La Mivoie’s development is historically 
specific, a consideration of the experiences of residents of La Mivoie alongside testimonies 
from residents in other cités points to areas of thematic convergence regarding questions of 
                                                        
337 Quote attributed to Nichole Papeche, TJC/Vol 3. “Sak sité ena so diferans.” 
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historical memory that link questions of natural disaster, place, and race in twentieth century 
Mauritius. 
In the following paragraphs, then, interviews with residents from La Mivoie and 
from other cités show how the cités have emerged as explanatory devices that help illuminate 
the ways in which the geographical and temporal imaginaries that informed black identity 
shifted after cyclone Carol.338 The historical memory of cyclones, and cyclone Carol in 
particular, reveal these storms to have been moments of transformational change on both a 
national and personal registere that was interpreted both as tragedy and as a moment of 
celebratory change. 
In 2010 a researcher from the Mauritius Truth and Justice Commission interviewed 
sixty four year old Chantal Tonta in her home in the town of Piton, Riviere de Rempart. 
Born in 1945, Tonta was married twice, had three children, and had moved throughout the 
island in her youth. She noted that her father had told her that their antecedents had been 
slaves who had ultimately “mixed with coolies (metizas entre cooli e esklav),” but that she herself 
identified as Creole as a consequence of this racial mixing 339 In contrast with many others 
interviewed, Tonta’s Creoleness was not predicated on a distant relationship with Africa. In 
fact she went to lengths to describe her racial past as a mixing of Hindu, Muslim, and black. 
It was precisely this mix she saw as emblematic of the island on which she lived; this made 
her Creole. 
Despite her connections to a slave past, however, her family had acquired a 
significant portion of land around the city of Mahébourg, in the southeast of the island. 
When asked about how her family acquired the land, she brought up what she believed to be 
something of a contradiction that had emerged after the passing of Cyclone Carol. She 
argued that while everyone lived in a “cyclonic condition” (kondition siklonik), it was puzzling 
why some people just got access to land in such a short amount of time, while others like her 
family had acquired it by law.340  
                                                        
338 Le Chartier’s study, “From Slave Camp to Cité: La Mivoie,” is a rich and densely researched historical 
ethnography of La Mivoie. This section is deeply indebted not only to the study in the TJC, but also to multiple 
conversations I was able to have with her about La Mivoie, as well her help in organizing my own interviews 
with residents of La Mivoie.   
 
339 Interview with Chantal Tonta, TJC/0H9/InterviewTC178/Piton/25 September, 2010. 
 
340 Ibid. 
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 The connections that Tonta makes between race, cyclones, and land are revelatory of 
the significance of the landfall of cyclone Carol in the history of modern Mauritius, and in 
particular how the storm and the rebuilding process was experienced by different 
communities.  If we can allow for a more thorough interrogation of the term “cyclonic 
condition,” we can see that while tropical cyclones were meteorological events experienced 
by all Mauritians, they were not experienced in the same way by Mauritians in differing social 
positions. The effects of Carol were not experienced equally. Tonta’s mixed race past, a past 
which made her ambivalent about claiming any connection to continental Africa, was what 
in fact insulated her family against the violence of Carol. She noted that her land had actually 
allowed for other people to take shelter on her family’s land as refugees after the storm.341 
 The struggles that the Creole community felt most acutely at the occurrence of 
cyclones, and in particular the insufficient construction of traditional housing at moments of 
disaster were also noted in the island’s iconic musical form,  séga. Unique to the southwest 
Indian Ocean, séga traces its roots to the songs and musical traditions brought by slaves. Also 
called maloya in the neighboring island of Réunion, séga has long held a significant role in the 
everyday lives of black peoples in Mauritius and the broader southwest Indian Ocean.342 
Serge Lebrasse, one of Mauritius’ most famous and prolific séga interpreters , penned a song 
shortly after Carol’s landfall entitled A Cause Sa Siklon La (Because of that Cyclone) which 
expressed the kondition siklonik: 
 
Everyone knows that two huge cyclones Alix and Carol have ravaged our little 
country, made us suffer, from children to adults. Listen to one of them who has 
suffered the most tell us about his distress, 
 
The year 1960 I will never forget. I was eating once a day. I slept wherever I could,  
 
All this happened because of cyclone Alix and her cousin Carol swept over 
Mauritius. 
 
Because of this cyclone, my house has turned into an accordion, my kitchen into a 
fan, 
                                                        
341 “Dimun kin viv dan mem kondition siklonik ban kin gang longer in gang sa terrain la pou zotte kifer mo 
mama p enkor epi si la kaliter la loi la sa sa ma mo pa konpren.” Ibid. 
 
342 See: Roseabelle Boswell, “Séga as Voicework in the Indian Ocean Region” Journal of the Indian Ocean Region, 
Vol. 1, No. 1, 2017; Basil Considine, “Priests, Pirates, and Opera Singers: Séga and European Music in 
Mauritius, “The Little Paris of the Indian Ocean” Unpublished Doctoral Dissertation, Boston University, 2013. 
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Because of the cyclone six days I didn’t work…Sunday I rested, 
 
I was the father of a child, I had my whole family, Carol took them, She took them 
with her,  
 
Oh God! How did Mauritius sin for you to destroy our church to stop us from 
praying?  
 
Because of this cyclone a lot of Mauritians today have known poverty, 
 
One day when they will get old, they will always tell the story of what this cyclone 
did.343  
 
A Cause Sa Siklon La highlights the dangers that cyclones posed to the lives of black 
Mauritians by lyricizing the destruction cause to homes, to families, and to the broader 
community. The thematic touch points raised by Lebrasse—the destruction of the home and 
the general impotence faced by Mauritians in the face of nature—are points in a larger 
historical narrative for black Mauritians; one marked by the repeated landfalls of cyclones 
and of the attendant loss of house, home, and property.344  
 When applied to the experiences of the majority of black Mauritians, the “cyclonic 
condition” to which Tonta refers and which Lebrasse explores musically, a number of 
themes appear which define Afro-Mauritian history. Specifically, because of their disruptions 
in the geographical and temporal narratives undergirding notions of racial community, 
cyclones and the consequent imperial and post-colonial state efforts to mitigate the risks they 
posed hold significant space in the popular memory of black Mauritians.    As evidenced in 
the opening section, racial thought in mid-century Mauritius was predicated on assumptions 
of geographical relationality (space) and temporal relationality (history).   In the eyes of many 
of those living in the estates, the material and social changes catalyzed by the construction of 
the cités disrupted the inevitability and naturalness of these spatial and historical relations of 
Mauritius. Moreover, as many testimonies also show, cataclysms like Carol are not always 
considered mere natural “disasters;” they are just as often seen as transformative and  
(re)generative forces that, in many cases, bring about moments of historical emancipation.  
                                                        
343 Excerpt from Serge LeBrasse, A Cause sa Siklon La, translation and transcription courtesy of Keemah 
Ganga, National Library of Mauritius. Audio clip: https:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=jAjiUBSlCZ0. 
 
344 Even the term that a house was crush “like an accordion” was an expression used by a number of people 
whom I interviewed about the effects of Carol.  
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            The geographical and temporal notions of racial identity that informed black life in 
twentieth century Mauritius affirmed a shared collective history of trauma through slavery 
and collective displacement from continental Africa. The construction of cités disrupted these 
narratives in ways that fundamentally changed what it meant to be Afro-Mauritian. The 
observation of one cité resident whose life was transformed by cyclones on the interstices 
between natural disaster, race, space, and history in Mauritius evidences the powerful social 
resonances of cyclones within popular conceptions of blackness in modern Mauritius: 
 
There are still many families from slave ancestry who don’t even have a house today. 
Indians came for sugar cane fieldwork and they had priority to have lands. Creoles 
were left behind. They struggled but had nothing and still have nothing. Creoles are 
those who don’t have houses. The land they lived on was not theirs. They lost it. 
Many families have lost their lands...I have moved 14 times in my life because of 
cyclones. Today I have a small cité house. Mother bought it after cyclone Gervaise 
[1975].  I have lived in that house for 33 years, but we don’t possess it fully because 
we are still paying for the land. There were 80 houses; these were the first houses to 
be built after Gervaise. It was a “sample”. People have become owners of their 
houses 50 years after Carol. Housing is a serious problem.345 
 
Embedded in this observation from a person who traced his ancestry to Madagascar, and 
who had little formal education, are a number of important social and historical observations 
that link histories of race, land and homeownership, and natural disaster.  But more 
specifically, the observation evidences two parallel thematic touch points at the heart of 
articulating racial belonging in Mauritius: the question of claims to space and that of 
temporal permanency. Firstly, the historical narrative embedded here evidences the ways in 
which land and home ownership were important metrics by which racial difference became 
marked in the twentieth century. The explicit observation that “Indians” (Indo-Mauritians) 
had priority to landownership gestures to morcellement and the development projects of the 
post-war era that aimed to build Indo-Mauritian cultures of subsistence agriculture. 
                                                        
345 “Respondent 6” TJC/VOl. 3/p. 37. Around 2,000 extra homes were allotted for victims of Gervaise, The 
Gervaise extension was also directed by the CHA. Main Report: Mauritius Shelter Assessment” United States Agency 
for International Development (USAID) Housing Office 1978, p. 57.  
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Secondly, the housing instability of this particular observer’s also points to a broader 
conception of temporal insecurity. Said differently, Afro-Mauritian life was understood to be 
impermanent in the era between maroonage and the landfall of cyclone Carol. Informal 
housing, little visibility in the state development schemes, and a marginality within the major 
political parties in the country effectively removed Afro-Mauritians from the historical 
touchstones of Mauritian history post-emancipation.  The cités, however, through their 
cyclone-proof fortitude and their financial integration with the state, offered a sense of 
temporal place and of permanence in modern Mauritian society.  
Both at the time of the construction of the estates and at the contemporary moment 
in Mauritius, residents of the cités see these housing projects as heuristic devices that help 
rationalize deeper histories of displacement and marginality. These histories rely on 
dialectical relationships that lay at the center of black and Indo-Mauritian narratives of 
Mauritian modernity, narratives that the cités, in part, undo: slavery contra indenture, India 
contra Africa, rural contra urban, and home/land owner contra tenant or estate resident.  
 L’Épée announced the landfall of Carol dramatically: “Carol alias Godzilla” read the 
headline on March 9, 1960.346 Immediately, the paper turned to the effects that the storm 
would have on the black community of Mauritius, “We hope that for the fisherman who are 
in trouble…that the government not allow any form of abuse, and that people will not try to 
profit from the suffering of the poor.”347 The next week the paper called for martial law, 
arguing that it was the only way for aid to be distributed equitably.348 In the following weeks, 
the recurring “conversation” between Gaby and Sondroo noted what would take the 
Legislative Assembly and the CHA months to understand, which is that for many landlords, 
Carol would be a boon.349What was clear, then, was that even in the immediate aftermath of 
the landfall of Carol Afro-Mauritians saw the storm not just as a physical trauma, but as the 
potential for a social trauma. They were poised to be exploited. 
                                                        
346 “Carol alias Godzilla” L’Épée, 9 March 1960. 
 
347 Ibid. 
 
348 “Nous Voulons d’un Governement Militaire” L’Épée, 9-16 March 1960.  
 
349 “Pour la Plupart des proprietaries, Carol n’est qu’une déliverance” L’Épée, 9-16 March 1960.  
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 Reconstruction efforts after cyclone Carol fundamentally reshaped the social and 
spatial landscape of Mauritius. It did so firstly by encouraging high levels of interior 
migration.350 Through the late 1960s and 1970s, at the height of the expansion of the cités, the 
linear path connecting Port Louis and the upland city of Curepipe expanded rapidly and 
became the most densely populated part of the island. The cités, while not all located in 
densely populated urban centers, were part of a broader demarcation between urban/peri-
urban and rural.351 That much of this population growth occurred in the outskirts of 
municipal council areas reveals the extent to which the cities drove the increasing 
urbanization of the island.352 In the historically impoverished region of Black River, for 
example, many black Mauritians moved into densely-populated estates unconnected to major 
urban zones, but close enough to sugar estate and salt production industry that finding work 
was not difficult.353 Many estate owners in the region reportedly celebrated the construction 
of cités in Black River after Carol precisely because the burden for housing their employees 
was passed along to the state.354  The move from the southern costal regions of Black River, 
however, was culturally significant as well. Many of the Afro-Mauritian fishing villages in the 
southwest of the island were under the shadow of the mountain of Le Morne, a geographical 
landmark which holds powerful cultural significance in Afro-Mauritian life, to urban and 
peri-urban spaces on the island, in many cases in close proximity to larger populations of 
mixed-race Creoles and Indo-Mauritians. Secondly, this geographical relocation sparked a 
social one. The move to new areas of the island was accompanied with changes in 
employment and with the social landscapes of the everyday. Homeownership suggested new 
                                                        
350“Human Settlement Patterns”, Main Report: Mauritius Shelter Assessment” United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID) Housing Office 1978, pp. 13-19. See also: Report by J.P.J. Browne, CHA Controller,  
“Housing and Housing Policy” BNA/DSIR/4/34/84, 18 February, 1964. 
 
351 Ibid.,During these years the populations of the new urban cities of Port Louis, Beau Bassin-Rose Hill, 
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other district. “Housing and Housing Policy” BNA/DSIR/4/3484, 18 February, 1964. 
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social roles, new relationships with the state, and a vernacular of place within conversations 
on the possibilities of decolonization.  Indeed for residents of the cites, the estates were 
more often than not “slums,” as they are often described today, but sites for the 
construction of a new Mauritius, one where black Mauritius could stake a claim to belonging 
in the modern world. 
 La Mivoie was a product of the Cyclone Housing Scheme initiated by the CHA in 
the immediate aftermath of cyclone Carol. The first settlement in the estate began in 1962 
and 1963. As was discussed in the previous section, early settlers in the estate initially lost 
their homes in estate due to inability to pay their rent. But, as many of the evicted CHA 
tenants throughout the island strategies, evicted families often returned to the homes as 
squatters and eventually waited out the government to become owners.355  
 Before the establishment of the estate, the land where La Mivoie now sits was 
occupied by the remnants of former slave camps (kan), where a local population made up of 
Hindi and Marathi speaking Indo-Mauritian and Afro-Mauritian Creoles lived. The kan was 
constructed, in large part, from houses made of dung or straw (lakaz kaka or lakaz lapay, 
respectively).356 Following the Labour Ordinance of 1922, which stipulated that sugar estate 
owners had to provide housing for their employees, the camps flourished, as they drew 
people searching for steady employment and who would be provided homes, or at least the 
materials—like wood, dung, or straw—to construct homes in the region. Unsurprisingly, 
however, many of these improvised homes were destroyed by Cyclone Carol.357  
 Carol was particularly catastrophic in Black River for the very reason that most 
settlement was informal and unregulated. Black River was distinctly removed from most 
development schemes in the colonial era, and in large part consisted of relatively remote 
villages populated by black Mauritians decedents of marooned slaves from the pervious 
century. It has had a long history of economic and social marginality within the history of 
                                                        
355 Le Chartier, “La Mivoie” p. 107. The houses in the kan were ultimately unable to withstands the wids of 
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twentieth century Mauritius,358 and in large part the duties of the district and municipal 
councils within Black River were often managing everyday maintenance questions, and 
referring those questions to the national government when necessary.359 In 1962, however, 
members of multiple municipal councils within Black River formed an “Association of 
Urban Authorities,” that appears to have been aimed at translating national housing policy 
on a more granular level within the district, and in particular to apply national policy in the 
cités.360   
Where the District Councils, and in particular the Plaines Wilhems-Black River one, 
exerted any local power was in the delegation of building permits and the wielding of state 
power through cadastral survey. What 1960s cadastral studies and building permit allocations 
reveal is the extent to which urban spaces, and in particular Port Louis, flourished during the 
reconstruction period after Carol. Overwhelmingly, the municipality of Port Louis approved 
the construction of “new concrete” residential buildings throughout the city to largely 
Muslim and Hindu families, while in many cases also fielding petitions to cadastral officers 
from tenants to lower land prices. 361 Similarly, many rural Hindu families used the initial 
legislative act that created the CHA to apply for loans to rebuild their homes.  These loans 
were extended to families who offered land their already owner as collateral.362  
                                                        
358 For most of the period between the mid 1940s and independence, the district of Black River was governed 
under a district council that included in the much smaller, but more densely populated district of Plaines 
Wilhems, where most of the island’s population resided. District Council records reveal little effort at 
infrastructure building or state planning in the region. This can be attributed both to the fact that the majority 
of its population, Afro-Mauritians, were largely outside of colonial spaces of power, and that development 
work was largely centralized, giving districts only a small amount of control over large scale projects. See, for 
example, Debates No. 54, Mauritius Legislative Council, 16 Aug, 1949 for a broader conversations on 
development in Black River.  
 
359“Plaines Wilhems-Black River District Council Minutes of Meetings MNA/W8/3/1960. 
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question from Councilor E. Chang-Kye regarding the role the Association of Urban Authorities would play in 
enforcing evictions from Longtill Homes in the district. Ibid. 
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Meetings  MNA/W1/57/no 6-8/1966. In almost every petition offered to the Cadastral Subcommittee, 
payments for land ownership were reduced or postponed.  
 
362 See throughout Le Mauricience, the published lists of CHA loan recipients: their names, villages, and tracts of 
land used as collateral through the 1966/1967. Published under the recurring headline of “Cyclone Housing 
Scheme.” 
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 What these records show is that the financial resources that were directed into the 
CHA and to local and district councils were wielded in the services of people who, while 
lacking access to enough liquid capital to immediately rebuild, could effectively access the 
wealth allotted to them through earlier eras of land ownership schemes, dating nearly a 
century back to morcellement. In large part, however, these schemes were directed at Indo-
Mauritians. As a consequence, black Mauritians, on the other hand, were largely unable to 
access these financial tools that were developed to rebuild the colony. It’s for this reason that 
the Carol and cités hold special significance in the Afro-Mauritian historical memory.   
 Indeed, testimonies collected as part of the Truth and Justice Commission evidence 
the perceived injustices that the cités attempted to correct. One participant noted that even by 
the early 2000s, 
 
There is a family life in the cités. There is mutual help. Many descendants of slaves 
live in the cités. Could live in a coastal village People there know how to save 
money363 
 
The significance of the cités within the lives of Afro-Mauritians was evident not long after 
their initial construction. A research assistant for the IDP noted as much in her work on the 
sociological study the organization carried out in the late 1960s and early 1970s. While 
walking through a cité in Plaines Wilhems, she noted one young man suggested to her that 
the cités were experiments in the production of a new Mauritian society. “We are the new 
Mauritians—in the city we are not tied to the traditions of the past, we look ahead.” This 
observation, that the cités were both the sites for the production of a new Mauritian society 
and as a space that rejected the “traditions” of the past emerged as a powerful discursive 
commitment amongst Afro-Mauritians. 
 Within La Mivoie, for example, the notion that the cite  marked a definitive break 
from the past framed how many people explained the estate’s development.  Indeed the 
break with the past in particularly significant in this part of Black River because many of the 
residents of La Mivoie and other estates in the region moved from the region surrounding 
the mountain of Le Morne, a prominent geographic feature in Mauritius, UNESCO world 
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heritage site, and critical marker of historical place in the memory of Afro-Mauritians. As a 
number of scholars have shown, the historical memory of Le Morne has shaped the social 
landscapes of this region of Black River.364 The most prominent legend attached to Le 
Morne, lyricized in the second epigraph of this chapter and in many works of Mauritian and 
Indian Ocean World fiction, was of Le Morne as refuge for marooned slaved against the 
bands of estate employees who sought to bring them back to the sugar fields.365 When a 
group of soldiers arrived at Le Morne to inform communities of maroon slaves that they 
had, in fact, been legally emancipated, hundreds climbed to the top of the mountain and 
hurled themselves to their death, believing that the soldiers had come to re-enslave them.366 
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Figure 7: The patterns of migration between the areas surrounding Le Morne to the cités of Black River in the 
twentieth century (red arrows) (TJC Appendix No. 2, La Mivoie) 
 
The memory of slavery was, and continues to be central to articulating racial 
difference in twentieth-century Mauritius. And this racial difference was evident in the eyes 
of some Afro-Mauritians during the reconstruction process after Carol. The cités have 
become both emblematic of a history of racial violence but also one of communal solidarity 
in the face of historical injustice and contemporary marginality. One estate resident 
observed, for example: “There is a family life in the cités. There is mutual help. Many 
descendants of slaves live in the cités.”367 But the affective associations made by many Afro-
Mauritians between the trauma of cyclones with that of slavery that many Afro-Mauritians 
make, in particular in regard to the destruction of Carol, is, at first blush, counterintuitive. 
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Nicole Papeche, a resident of La Mivoie, explained to me, for example, that Cyclone Carol 
“saved my family from slavery.”368 By the time Carol had made landfall in 1960, slavery had 
been abolished in the southwest Indian Ocean for nearly one hundred and thirty years. The 
assertion that Carol had spared her family from slavery at first blush thus appears 
incongruous. Rather than interpreting Carol as a moment of destruction, however, Papeche 
and other Afro-Mauritians saw the storm as a moment of rebirth.  The cité was thus not 
punishment but a way of entry into the mainstream of Mauritian economic and social life. 
The earlier observation of one cité spoke to this rebirth by describing residents of the estates 
“the new Mauritians.” 
 While popular discussions of the cités are replete with references to the legacies of 
slavery, the move to urban and peri-urban areas was also interpreted as a move in communal 
morality. As another resident observed: 
 
Those who live in the cités have lost their home as a result of Cyclone Carol. 
There are many descendants of slaves in the cités. The people from the 
coasts are different from those of the cités. They are more hospitable.369 
 
However, in another interview, a participant in the TJC noted that “Townsfolk are more 
civilized than those on the coast.”370 These apparent contradictions in the ways in which the 
moral registers of everyday life changed were present in my own interviews with residents of 
La Mivoie, as well. Fanfan Calfir and Ambrik Zaly, two residentst in La Mivoie noted with 
enthusiasm that the “new neighbors” and “good relationships” that were forged in the cités 
were points of moral uplift. 371 “Life was improved” another woman mentioned. 372 
 Taken together, these observations on life in the cités point to ways in which black 
life changed as a result of cyclone Carol. They gesture towards both a history of loss and of 
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historical emancipation. Loss of a generalized morality that developed within small coastal 
communities, yet an emancipation from material and intellectual backwardness, hence the 
references to urbanity as a more “civilized” way of life. But ultimately, what the cités did was 
to break, in the words of an earlier interviewee, the vulnerability of the “cyclonic condition” 
of black Mauritians.   
 
Conclusion 
  
In 1964, four years after Carol’s landfall, a collective of Afro-Mauritian singers, poets, and 
artists convened a “nuit de sega,” or night of sega to celebrate Afro-Mauritian culture in the 
shadow of Le Morne. To commemorate the event, a Mauritian poet, Philipe Lenoir, penned 
a poem called “Ode au Morne.” In a number of stanzas he notes the deep connection 
between natural disaster, Le Morne, and African identity. He wrote: 
 
“…The cry of the slaves who threw themselves from the heights of the cliffs 
Searching in death for the freedom relinquished 
Still sounds along the walls where insects cling 
Swirling in the embrace of the cyclone 
Shouting their inability stop it, 
As it ravages its summits [Le Morne] with wind and salt 
Engraving the hieroglyphs of time…”373 
 
Embedded in this stanza are clear linkages between notions of blackness, natural disaster, 
and trauma—as Lenoir explicitly ties together the legend of the mass suicide of maroons and 
the erasure of their voices through cyclonic winds. But in the next stanza, however, we see 
Lenoir push through those tropes, heralding notions of rebirth, of transcendence over 
nature, and in so doing a reaffirming of black life in diaspora:  
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…But let us leave these memories of nature for another day 
Tonight the moon softens the edges of its [Le Morne] hard stone The coldest of 
hearts opens this October night  
As the drums reflect the ancestral rhythm held in the stars 
And in ebony bodies trembling with an African soul…374 
 
In these two stanzas lays the broader argument of this chapter: that tropical cyclones hold a 
privileged place in the formation of black identity in Mauritius; and that they do so both as 
moments of catastrophic loss and as transitional moments of emancipation. As the 
preceding pages have shown, the building of the cyclone-proof cités shaped these notions of 
a collective racial past and shaped debates over decolonization.  
By the late 1960s, it was becoming increasingly clear that the housing programs 
initiated in response to cyclones Alix and Carol had ceased to be merely projects of 
reconstruction aimed at rebuilding the island, but rather they became constituent parts of a 
broader housing policy in Mauritius.375 Homes were, by 1963, offered to those left homeless 
by cyclone Jenny and by the mid 1970s to those who lost homes in cyclone Gervaise. By the 
middle of the 1970s, the housing projects initiated after Carol were largely deemed a success 
in both economic and social terms.376 Indeed following the storms in the 1980s and 1990s, 
and in particular cyclone Hollanda in 1994, there was no accompanying housing crisis equal 
to that seen thirty years earlier.  
As this chapter has shown, however, there is little agreement throughout the island 
about the ways in which the cités have shaped the lives of contemporary Mauritians. For 
many, the cités are emblematic of the deeper pathology of le malaise Creole, whereas for the 
estate residents themselves conclusions are less absolute. The notions of a break with the 
slave past still endure, while there is also a frank assessment of the social problems of drug 
and alcohol abuse in the estates.  But what is clear is that the trauma of cyclone Carol and 
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the process of rebuilding after the storm have been integrated into the popular history of the 
island and the ways in which race is conceived of and rhetorically affirmed.  Words and 
names like Carol,  cité, Longtill, have become imbedded into the vernacular of contemporary 
Mauritius in ways that signal distinct historical experiences, but also participation in the 
broader collective experience of the transformation of the island after the storm.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 
MAKING THE CYCLONE-PROOF FAMILY:  
OVERPOPULATION, CYCLONE RESCONSTRUCTION, AND CONJUGALITY, 
1950s-1970s 
 
Introduction 
 
In the wake of cyclones Carol and Alix in 1960, as the previous chapter has described, 
the colonial state embarked on a massive reconstruction program that sought to reshape 
the built environment of the colony; to make it one that would be able to sustain the 
landfalls of tropical cyclones.  These so-called cités emerged as an important touchstone 
in popular formulations of Afro-Mauritian identity. While today roundly considered to 
be hotbeds of crime and social decay, they also mark a critical transformation in the ways 
in which black identity took shape in twentieth century Mauritius. As objects of social 
policy, they were meant to be, as Amartya Sen has described, “entitlements;” as much a 
source of financial capital and economic recourse in times of catastrophe as they were 
literal physical protections from the winds of cyclones.  
 While the previous chapter examined race and the cités, this one takes up the 
question of how cyclone proof housing construction and urbanization shaped official 
and popular conceptions of family, conjugality, and gender. For colonial planners and a 
cohort of Mauritian politicians committed to a vision of Fabian state-driven 
development, the cités became spaces to address a new anxiety that had gripped the 
colony in the wake of the storms, which was that Mauritius was overpopulated. It was a 
fear that dramatically declining death rates and spikes in births since the eradication of 
malaria in the 1940s would render the island unlivable; its capacity to produce a 
commodity-driven economy that could support a population pushed to breaking point. 
Alix and Carol revealed the depths of this supposed crisis by bringing “to a head the 
problems and paradoxes of Mauritius. [Alix and Carol] have made abundantly clear the 
need to control population growth.”377 This chapter shows that the cités, and cyclone 
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reconstruction more broadly, emerged as a rich discursive field for developing material 
solutions for overpopulation. The cités were particularly important because they were 
spaces that allowed, by their very construction and organization, to emphasize a discrete 
form of domesticity—the nuclear family that owned a new, cyclone-proof house—that 
existed in stark distinction from that of the sugar-cane field family; of a father with 
multiple wives and children. 
 
 
 
Figure 8: A utopian vision of life in the cyclone estates. CHA Annual Report, 1968 
 
 This chapter analyses and deploys this aspirational conjugal unit through the 
category of the “cyclone-proof family.” Drawing from Neel Ahuja’s category “dread life” 
that sees the “management of bodily vulnerability” as a practice that “orients 
reproductive futures against horizons of impending risk,” I argue that that the “cyclone 
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proof family” was representative of intersecting of efforts to reshape of the conjugal lives 
of Mauritian families and the construction of cyclone-proof residences to confront 
meteorological risk.378 For technocratically-minded colonial officials and local politicians 
in 1960s Mauritius, the family and the home were co-constitutive social categories that 
would insulate the island from future destruction caused by tropical cyclones. These new 
families were to be the antithesis of the old families of the sugar cane fields. Rather than 
being comprised of a single husband with multiple wives and children, mid-century social 
scientists working in Mauritius emphasized the need for new cyclone-proof homes to be 
occupied by nuclear families: one mother, one father, and no more than three children. 
In understanding the development of this category, this chapter examines the growth of 
a shared discursive field that linked conjugality and protection from natural disaster.  
Reconstructing how visions of “impending risk” took on social and cultural salience for 
multiple sections of Mauritian society requires an examination of the development of a 
set of discursive strategies, the constituents that engaged with these strategies, and the 
stakes various parts of Mauritian society found in them.  
Historiographically, this chapter adds an analysis of social and cultural change to 
a period whose history is dominated by narratives centering political change. Historians 
of gender in Mauritius often focus on earlier centuries, where rich archival materials shed 
light on the social histories of gender within the broader political economies of slavery 
and indenture. 379 Whether it be the estate owner concerned about the reproductive 
capacity of African enslaved women or the British bureaucrat concerned with ensuring 
gender parity in a male-dominated colony like Mauritius, women—and the gendered 
social positions they inhabited—have figured prominently in histories of Mauritius. But 
much like how other chapters have noted the lack of social and cultural analysis of the 
twentieth century, gender is similarly absent from histories of the middle and late 
twentieth century. As the broader dissertation argues, however, cyclonic events 
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effectuated historical convergences, and in the wake of Carol questions about disaster 
reconstruction, debates on the future sustainability of the economic model of the colony 
homed in on the roles that women, men, and the family would play in the post-cyclonic 
future.  This present analysis, therefore, puts mid-century Mauritius in conversation with 
a broader global historiography of gender, family, and empire that sees the nuclear family 
as a model of imperial policy, but also seeks to expand the analytical debates of these 
histories to embed them how people conceived of the natural world.380  
It also situates Mauritius as a laboratory of sorts within a global intellectual 
moment that linked population growth with ecological collapse. The middle of the 
twentieth century was a moment of increased government, extra-government, and 
activist interest in population growth and a collective fear of the pressures it would place 
on natural systems. What began as hypothesizing over the future pressure population 
would place ecosystem stability transformed in the late 1940s with the publication of 
William Vogt’s The Road to Survival and Fairfield Osborn’s Our Plundered Planet into alarm 
ringing on how population growth was already catalyzing ecological disaster. As William 
Connelly has shown, these two books argued that “time was already running out,” 
evidenced through increasing desertification and deforestation.381  In an argument that 
would foreshadow the growth of the “Anthropocene” as conceptual category, Osborn 
even suggested that humans had already become a “geological force.” The explicit 
linking of nature, disaster, and population control is a theme that would take on 
particular salience amongst environmentalists and made famous through the 1968 
publication of Paul (and Anne) Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb, which predicted world-wide 
famines in 1970s and 1980s because of the rapid growth of the global population. The 
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intense interest the colonial state took in managing population growth was thus not an 
aberration, but part of a larger moment when population became the link between the 
natural world and social policy.382 Indeed the modern environmentalist movement, 
including the work of Rachel Carson, is rooted in global debates over population control. 
The chapter begins at the top, as it were. Tanya Li has argued in her study on 
development in Indonesia for a conceptual lens of “trusteeship”  to understand the 
position and power of outside development actors.383 In the mid-twentieth century 
Mauritian trustees—“the people who claimed to know how others should live”—were a 
collection of colonial technocrats, bureaucrats, and Mauritian politicians who constructed 
a field of possible actions and processes that sought not to impose a model of behavior 
per se, but to naturalize new forms of conjugal life; to mold habit. The chapter thus 
begins by analyzing and contextualizing the writings of two members of the London 
School of Economics faculty—Richard Titmuss and James Meade—who consulted the 
colonial government of Mauritius and authored influential reports on family planning 
and the relationship between overpopulation the sugar economy, respectively. It was the 
work of Titmuss and Meade that provided a set of ideas, terminologies, and visions of 
future development that placed the mitigation of the threats of natural disaster, family 
planning, and the economy of the island at the center of political and social life in mid-
century Mauritius.  
But as Li has also argued, development was not merely an idea produced at the 
highest level of the government: “many parties,” she observed, “share the will to 
improve.”384 Development was not merely a top-down imposition, but a synthetic 
process of producing a hegemonic discourse, one that sought to cultivate consent 
amongst all layers of society. Moving on from the level of scholarly research that Titmuss 
and Meade produced, therefore, the chapter then examines the critical and often fraught 
role that Mauritian interlocutors had in mobilizing institutions within the colonial state, 
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public media, and non-governmental organizations in pursuit of the Titmuss and Meade 
prescriptions. This section shows that the ideas and the language of development offered 
by people like Titmuss and Meade were often mobilized as a vector through which to 
debate models of statecraft, and that lines of difference quickly emerged between Fabian-
inspired advocates, like future prime minister Seewosagur Ramgoolam and labor minister 
Verrasamy Ringadoo, with those increasingly worried about state overreach, in particular 
members of the main Islamic party on the island and the main Catholic family planning 
institution.  Constructing a “material and moral” family ethic that could attend the 
seasonal threats that cyclones posed was a process of both politics and representation. 385 
Politicians and family planning organizations were thus critical actors in developing a set 
of salient symbols and discourses that revolved around modernizing the family. 
At the heart of family planning and cyclone reconstruction efforts were ideas of 
what it meant to be a man, a woman, and a family in mid-century Mauritius. The last two 
sections address how these shifting ideas about gender informed debates over race and 
how access to family planning institutions shaped the everyday lives of average 
Mauritians. Debates about gender and familyhood sparked fierce questions about racial 
belonging and the post-colonial future of the island, which seemed to be just around the 
corner in 1960. At a time when people across the island were asking—what was the 
future of the nation to look like? And what would be the social units through which the 
country would develop?—the question of family planning became saddled with the 
anxieties and hopes that accompanied discussions of decolonization in this corner of the 
Indian Ocean. The chapter concludes with a closer look at the ways in which new forms 
of biological knowledge that came with family planning efforts were shaped and 
reshaped by everyday Mauritian women. 
 
Cyclones, Population, and the Economies of Disaster 
 
If one were to pick up a newspaper in the early 1960s in Mauritius, it would be 
impossible to read but a few pages without coming across the “Titmuss Report.”  Social 
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Policies and Population Growth in Mauritius, published in Mauritius in 1960 (and in London 
in 1961) and known as the Titmuss Report after its author, Richard Titmuss, was a wide-
ranging study on the effects that potential overpopulation would have on Mauritius. At 
over three hundred pages, the study was a voluminous and in-depth work on the social, 
cultural, economic, and political history of Mauritius in service of understanding how the 
dramatic rise of population since the end of the second World War would shape the 
future of the colony. The Titmuss Report’s presentation to the Mauritius Legislative 
Council, no more than three months after the landfall of Alix and Carol, immediately 
became the guiding document for reconstruction.386 
In 1957 Titmuss and James Meade, a London School of Economics (LSE) 
economist and future Nobel laureate, were asked by the colonial state to conduct two 
research projects on family planning and economic development, respectively, in order 
to provide the state with a comprehensive explanation of the issues that would hamper 
future development. At the time, Titmuss was also employed at the LSE, where he held a 
newly-developed chair in “Social Administration.”387 Born in 1907, he began his 
professional career as an actuary and quickly began publishing books on the relationships 
he saw “preventable deaths,” malnutrition, and environmental factors. In his 1936 work 
Poverty and Population, for example, he examined these factors across the Great Britain, 
looking at regional differences between north and south of the island. At around the 
same time, he became active in the British Eugenics Society, now known as the Galton 
Institute, which researched reproductive health, defining eugenics as “the scientific study 
of the biological and social factors which improve or impair the inborn qualities of 
human beings and of future generations. ”388 This early interest in reproductive health 
and social policy was developed further in his 1943 study Birth, Poverty, and Wealth. 
Shortly after this was published, he began as a student at LSE under the guidance of a 
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historian, Sir Keith Hancock. It was as a student at LSE when Titmuss wrote his most 
famous work, Problems of Social Policy, where he argued that the social and economic 
pressures stimulated by the second world war were the genesis of the institutions of the 
modern British welfare state, an institution he had become a staunch supporter of.  
 Titmuss’ CV has given him wide acclaim as a renown theorist of the benefits of 
the state-driven social development, an ideological commitment that made him friends 
with Tanzania’s Julius Nyerere. But it is his story of the linking of the disbursement of 
state resources and the management of conjugal lives of its subjects in Mauritius that he 
is most remembered for in this part of the Indian Ocean.  The Titmuss Report’s content 
was wide ranging. It started with an analysis of the history of social services on the island, 
the safety of labor on the sugar cane fields, and the “dilemma” of public assistance. In 
1960, the year both Titmuss’ and Meade’s reports were published in Mauritius, the 
island’s population was growing at nearly three percent, while the mortality rate of the 
island had dropped to around eleven percent from nearly thirty percent in the early 
1940s. The Gross National Income had stagnated at two hundred dollars and, as one 
reviewer of his report noted, depended almost entirely on the vagaries of cyclones.  
 In one chapter on his report in particular, Titmuss focused on the sociology of the 
family in relation to the growing question of overpopulation. Here, he argued that 
“provisions should be made for marriage, maternity, bereavement, and for other victims 
of a broken family life.”389 “Broken” family life could mean a number of things—divorce 
or having children out of wedlock—but Titmuss also emphasized the strategic 
employment of women as a potential stopgap against poverty and state expenditure.390 
This focus on women as the critical part of understanding and rationalizing forms of 
conjugality was not new to Titmuss. In his earlier work he identified “the social position 
of women” as a fundamental social question in ensuring the long-term functioning of a 
solvent welfare state.391 
                                                        
389 Titmuss, Social Policies and Population Growth in Mauritius  , 125. 
 
390 Ibid. 
 
391 Richard Titmuss, “The Position of Women: Some Vital Statistics” in Brian Abel-Smith and Kay Titmuss, 
The Philosophy of Welfare: Selected Writings of Richard M Titmuss (London: Allen & Unwin, 1987) pp. 81-101. Co-
editor Brian Abel-Smith also served as Titmuss’ research assistant during his research period in Mauritius.  
 
 
 163 
Titmuss’ report painted a stark picture of the island colony where, without 
massive state intervention in both the economic workings of the island and in the 
conjugal lives of its subjects, there would be little hope to build a sustainable society. 
While Titmuss’ report offers the most comprehensive articulation of the problem, it was 
a subsequent publication of James Meade’s, (a summary of his larger study, published in 
1961 in the Economic Journal)) where the most explicit linkages between economic 
development and overpopulation took shape.  In this article, “Mauritius: A Case Study in 
Malthusian Economics,” Meade lays out the explicit linkages between Titmuss’ family 
planning argument and his own study on the how the monocrop economy was under 
increased pressure from overpopulation. “Mauritius faces an ultimate catastrophe,” 
Meade argued, “unless effective birth control can be introduced fairly promptly into the 
island.”392 But Meade’s study, while calling for a decline in population growth rates, 
ultimately took the sugar crop as an a priori set of economic preconditions that had no 
possibility of being changed or reformed. The “Malthusian” crisis that Meade imagined, 
for example, was a stress on the resources on the island only in as much as sugar could 
support the economy. Specifically, Meade saw overpopulation as a threat to the wage 
structure of the island, and in particular its inconsistencies on the account of cyclones. A 
veritable glut of labor, a consequence of plummeting death rates, had produced a pool of 
easily available workers, who were then paid unsustainably low wages. When a cyclone 
struck and denied this already small pool of workers the opportunity to work, social 
instability was sure to follow, Meade argued. This emphasis on wages as the foundational 
element of what constituted overpopulation suggests that the fear was in large part a 
symptom of colonial worry over the long-term stability of the sugar economy. There was 
no clear evidence provided by Meade, Titmuss, or any of the other smaller-scale studies 
on overpopulation that the island faced a breaking point in relation to the allocation of 
resources or of ecological pressure. Front and center was the sustainability of a sugar-
economy based on seasonal wage labor.  
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 Meade’s invoking of Malthusian economics and Titmuss’ push for “neo-
Malthusian” population control methods reflected a global imperial moment; an iteration 
of development colonialism of a generation earlier, where increased interest and 
intervention in the lives of colonial subjects became a hallmark of colonial governance. 
As Karl Ittman has shown, discourses around the fluctuation of non-European 
populations drew heavily from the intellectual traditions of both Charles Darwin and 
Thomas Malthus.393 In its initial European context, Malthus’ original 1798 argument that 
rapid population growth pushed European populations to the material limits of their 
own food sustainability proved to be generative of multiple social and political questions 
on the benefits and limitations of monarchic government, the distribution of social 
services, and the productive capacities of human societies.394 With British 
industrialization, the perceived limitations of the productive capacity of British society 
began to evaporate. But while this “domestic Malthusianism” waned within Great 
Britain, its analytical and political saliency endured in the colonies.395  
In the late nineteenth century, Malthusian ideas over the dangers of population 
growth became increasingly modified through the application of Darwinian evolutionary 
thought amongst colonial officials in Asia and Africa.396 Colonial officials argued 
specifically that demographic changes reflected “evolutionary processes at work,” an 
argument that lay at the nexus of Darwinian notions of social evolutionary thinking and 
Malthusian anxieties over population growth.397 The notion of demographic change as a 
natural force carried social prejudices. In sub-Saharan Africa, for example, pre-World 
War II ideas that the continent was underpopulated—stripped of its peoples by 
dangerous exposure to disease—were supplanted in the post-war “development” 
                                                        
393 Karl Ittman, “When Nature Dominates Man: Demographics and Policy Ideas in British Colonial Africa, 
1890-1970” in Karl Ittman, Dennis Cordelll and Gregory Maddox, eds. The Demographics of Empire: The Colonial 
Order and the Creation of Knowledge (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2010). 
 
394 Robert Malthus, An Essay on the Principle of Population (1798). 
 
395 Iyer, “Colonial Population and the Idea of Development”; Connelly, Fatal Misconception.  
 
396 Ittman “When Nature Dominates Man.” 
 
397 Ibid. p. 61. 
 
 
 
 165 
moment by its opposite: a consensus that African populations needed to be managed, 
that families needed to be limited, and that Africans needed to be stripped of their 
traditional familial practices; “detribalized” by urban life.398  But as Karl Ittman has 
argued, and what the following pages of this chapter support, is that “causal links 
proposed between population expansion, the growth of poverty, and social disorder 
transformed demography into drama—more than an abstract science of numbers.”399  
What better driver of this sort of “drama,” then, than tropical cyclones, dramatic 
meteorological events in their own right, and natural forces that increasingly revealed the 
fragility of the colonial economy.  
By the middle of the twentieth century, Mauritius had become a monoculture 
economy, almost completely reliant on the export of its sugar.400 As one American 
scholar noted in 1964, “a country so heavily dependent on one crop is in a precarious 
situation since its entire economy is susceptible to the vagaries of the market and the 
climate.”401 A powerful cyclone could do long-term damage to the islands economic 
stability. In large part, however, planters and colonial planners alike only assessed the 
damage caused by cyclones in terms of much of the raw material of the sugar economy 
was damaged or lost as a consequence of the storm; little attention was paid to the social 
effects a cyclone could have on the functioning of the economy more broadly. 
The planting, harvesting, packaging, and export of sugar dictated the rhythms of 
life on the island.  For centuries, the colonial government limited its interventions 
beyond ensuring the steady supply of labor from South Asia and the maintenance of 
export tariffs.402 A harbor, road network, and railroad system existed to facilitate the 
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export of sugar.  Economic, social, and political planning on the island was almost 
nonexistence. For indentured laborers, the power of the planters was exceptionally clear. 
The industry’s “balance of payments, its budget, and the prosperity” of its employees 
“depended on the earnings, and use made of the earnings” of the industry.403 The 
availability of employment and the salaries paid changed according to the times and 
success of the harvest, and as such indentured labor and their descendants’ livelihoods 
were in the grasp over sugar. The overwhelming majority of the island’s population, the 
descendants of South Asian indentured laborers, were tied to the vagaries of an 
international commodity market. 
 This arrangement was largely successful for the colonial government and the 
planters throughout the first half of the twentieth century as the state avoided major 
cyclones, with the exception of one in 1931.  Despite the ever-increasing power of the 
sugar industry, however, the “weather, which did not lend itself to international control” 
always posed a serious challenge to maintaining the prosperity of the industry.”404 The 
later a cyclone struck in the season, for example, the more severe the damage, because as 
temperatures cooled, the cane could not regrow as quickly. This meteorological 
vulnerability is central to understanding the ways in which both the sugar industry and 
social life on Mauritius developed in relation to each other in the twentieth century.  
For the century preceding a series of three major storms in 1945, there is little 
evidence to suggest that anything but the concerns of the sugar industry figured into the 
economic calculations of damage caused by cyclones. In the responses to a storm in 
1931, little beyond a general affirmation of a sense of collective “self-help” noted the 
effects of cyclones on the everyday lives of Mauritius.405 After the 1945 storms this 
exclusive focus on the sugar crop shifted, as officials began to attend to the broader 
economic health of the economy by attempting to understand how sugar laborers, urban 
workers, and other economically marginal groups were affected by the cyclones. This 
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shift was, no doubt, a product of the sheer power of the storms. In January of that year, 
the first storm struck, producing winds of one hundred miles an hour and dumping over 
twenty inches of rainfall.  Seventeen days later an equally powerful storm hit and within a 
month from that storm a weaker cyclone approached the island, compounding the 
damage caused by the first two, but did not make landfall. Unsurprisingly, three storms 
in quick succession were catastrophic to the not only the sugar industry, which incurred 
major losses, but also to human life on the island. 
The storms catalyzed a response from the colonial state by revealing the need to 
institute a policy of public housing. In a telegraph from governor Mackenzie-Kennedy, 
he noted that houses of the “poorer classes suffered especially heavy damage and, in 
many areas were completely destroyed…” and a large part of the population was forced 
to live “in…ruins or in government buildings.”406 Initial reports indicated around 3,000 
homeless in the immediate aftermath of the first storm. Immediately, the island’s then 
Governor, David Mackenzie, called for an emergency response program that would 
restore the islands communication network, temporarily feed and house the homeless, 
and attempt to salvage the island’s agricultural industry.407 In the 1940s, however, the 
way in which aid was distributed to the island’s poor, in the aftermath of a cyclone or 
otherwise, was through a colonial Poor Law’s Outdoor Relief Provision. Poor Law, an 
ever-evolving system of assistance to the poor that preceded the modern welfare state, 
offered two types of aid: outdoor and indoor relief. Outdoor Relief was provided in the 
form of governmental support with no requirement placed on its grantees. Indoor relief 
usually required time spent in a workhouse.408 In Mauritius, Outdoor Relief had operated 
as a stopgap measure against the employment fluctuations and economic inconsistencies 
of the sugar industry.409  It was also put to use during cyclones: it was outdoor relief that 
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was used to feed the homeless in the aftermath of the first storm of 1945.410 And even 
though protective subsidies had been provided to Mauritius after World War II in order 
to protect the sugar industry against competition, those protections did not 
accommodate for the effects that employment cycles had on laborers. In a period of ten 
years, between 1945 and 1955, for example, the governmental expenditure on Outdoor 
Relief more than quadrupled. This, despite the governors push after the cyclones for the 
colonial government to assume control of any land used for food subsistence to be 
changed over to sugar production, in what appeared to be an attempt to double down on 
the commodity and create greater economies of scale.411  
It was the rhythms of the cyclone season, the seasonal labor of the sugar harvest, 
and declining death rates after malaria eradication plans that spurred the colonial 
government begin thinking about overpopulation as a social ill, but the initial conclusions 
weren’t clear as to the primary cause.412 There is little evidence that overpopulation was a 
concern ultimately shared by powerful estate owners. Meade’s warning that 
overpopulation would lead to a collapse in wages paid by the sugar industry, seems to 
have been met with little response from the industry, as falling wages would likely be 
welcomed. What can be extrapolated, however, is that the government’s push for family 
planning and public housing relieved the estates from further increases in their 
obligations to their own laborers, who were able to qualify for low-cost housing and 
medical care  through the Sugar Industry Labor Welfare Fund (SIWLF).413  What was, 
clear, however, was that studies by officials within the colonial government believed that 
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the threat of overpopulation lay in the cultural proclivities of colonial peoples. 
Specifically, the statistics compiled on questions of overpopulation reflected a fear of the 
growing population of Indians. One highly circulated report subdivided statistics on the 
island’s fertility ratio, “the index of the rapidity with which populations grow,” into the 
racial categories of “general population (Europeans and the Afro-Mauritian Creole 
population descendant from slaves),” Indian, and Chinese. Between 1944 and 1952 each 
racial category’s fertility ratio jumped, but the Indian one grew by nearly double, in 
comparison to negligible growth in both the general and Chinese populations. 414 By 
1995, the study concluded, the population of the island would reach one million, an 
unsustainable number in its opinion.415  
 
 
 
 
Figure 9: Population Growth in Mauritius. Data taken from “Interim Report on Population Committee” 
BNA/CO/1036/155, February 1954 
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1921 104, 216 265, 542 6, 743 376, 485 + 7, 694 
1931 115, 666 268, 649 8, 923 393, 238 + 16, 2753 
1944 143, 056 265, 247 10, 882 419, 185 + 19, 959 
1952 148, 238 335,3 27 17, 850 501, 415 + 102, 787 
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Figure 10: Inversion of death and birth rates in the mid-1940s as a consequence of anti-malaria efforts 
Image from “Interim Report on Population Committee” BNA/CO/1036/155, February 1954 
 
 
The first inklings of crafting policy to confront overpopulation first appeared in 
the debates of the legislative council in 1952. In an address to the council, Creole 
representative André Sauzier spoke of the growing threat that overpopulation posed to 
the colony. Highlighting the disease eradication efforts in the years prior, he noted that a 
dramatic collapse in the death rate accompanied a spike in the number of births in the 
colony, so that births outpaced deaths by nearly twenty thousand per year (Figure 2). 
This was a problem, he noted, because “our colony is an entirely agricultural country 
producing one main crop: sugar. Favorable weather conditions, the absence of cyclones 
and droughts, have made record crops possible lately.” But the threat of a meteorological 
catastrophe loomed large. “Cyclones in Mauritius will mean disaster for inhabitants of 
the island” whose economic livelihood was tied to the rhythms of sugar production on 
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the island.416 This opening gambit from the colonial state established a set of specific 
parameters for discussing the specter of out of control population growth up until 
Carol’s landfall. In June of 1953, the legislative council convened a “Population 
Committee” to study the historical trajectories that produced the balloon population and 
to assess the social and cultural causes therein. The committee’s first interim report 
corroborated earlier conclusions that disease eradication efforts were the primary causes 
for growth. At the cultural register, the committee suggested that there was little restrain 
amongst “backward classes.” In regard either to the sexual habits of the poor or their 
strategies in childrearing: “the child becomes from an early age an asset to the family by 
performing home work [sic] and, as quite young still, by starting to earn his living and 
assisting his parents…this is true in Mauritius not only of the rural population but also of 
the urban population.”417 This observation, that explicitly pointed to the purported 
sexual habits of the island’s poor is revelatory of just how powerful the prerogatives of 
sugar were. As mentioned earlier, it was wages first and foremost that formed the heart 
of the Meade argument re: overpopulation; but it was the behavior of the those who 
worked the fields that came under the disciplinary eye of reformers.  
The incongruity of emphasizing behavior over political economy, was not lost on 
some Mauritian politicians. Radical Labour party leader and member of the legislative 
council Guy Rozement argued, for example, that this focus on culture and the social lives 
of the poor revealed “overpopulation” to be less a real threat to the sustainability of the 
island’s future than it was a subterfuge against the extension of welfare services to non-
Europeans. He argued: “look around us, at how many arpents [1 arpent = about .8 acres] 
of land unused?” If the authorities would put that land to use, Rozement suggested, the 
apparent problem of overpopulation would disappear.418 He went further, arguing that 
that beyond any debates over the morality of “breeding” that appeared to dominate 
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debates in the legislative assembly, it was in fact planters who were to blame for the 
demographic crisis of Mauritius. “The more hands you have unemployed,” Rozement 
asserted, “the less you will have to pay workers to sweat for you, in order to enable you 
to live in a big house.”419 While Rozement’s comments were the sole economic challenge 
to the analyses based on a narrative of moral “corruption,” they are important in that 
they show the extent to which the economy of the island, rather than any cultural defect, 
produced the problem of overpopulation. Cyclones and the need to manage their 
growing population only developed into a full blown “crisis” in the minds of colonial 
planners when it necessitated the marshaling of resources in order to coordinate “all of 
the social welfare services” on the island.420  
 These “social welfare services” were, in large part, in reference to the ramshackle 
Poor Law benefits implemented to stop acute damage to the economy after natural 
disasters. But just as overpopulation early preoccupation over the stability of wages in 
the face of a rapidly growing labor pool and its attendant stresses on was often read as an 
outcome of culture, so was the behavior of colonial subjects in the wake of disaster. This 
is most clearly borne in the record of cyclone response projects. Throughout the records 
of the cyclones in the twentieth century, leading colonial officials emphasized the need 
for island to enthusiastically take up the cause of their own development. What 
concerned the colonial government in the aftermath of the 1931 cyclone, for example, 
was the “psychological effects” that the storm would have on the island.421 Mauritians 
were implored to pick themselves up and rebuild in the wake of the storms, and not wait 
for government assistance to support their efforts. In a speech given by governor 
Kennedy after the 1945 storms, he celebrated that “many people are making the effort to 
stand on their own feet and provide shelter for themselves.”422 Even in the 1950s, the 
colonial government sought to mobilize a “voluntary workforce” to aid in the 
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disbursement of welfare services in the midst of the overpopulation debates. One report 
note that “the best voluntary workers” came from the Indian population “and their 
wives.”423 The decades-long emphasis on the need for volunteerism reveals less an 
emphasis on solidarity and more a hesitant of the colonial government to extend its 
welfare mandate to its non-European population; a belief in the racial 
incommensurability between European notions of statecraft and governance on the 
island with the perceived cultural differences with Indian immigrants in particular. 
While the cyclones of 1945, plummeting death rates, and a spike in birth had all 
prompted colonial officials to begin funding small scale family planning initiatives 
through village councils or loosely organized family planning organizations, it was the 
landfall of cyclones Alix and Carol in early 1960 that prompted a more full-throated call 
for state-directed intervention into the conjugal lives of everyday Mauritius. In the 
aftermath of the landfall of Alix and Carol, Titmuss observed that the cyclones had 
“created acute economic and social problems for the island.” And despite the fact that 
overpopulation had indeed been a worry amongst legislators and colonial planners, the 
policy end of family planning efforts had been languishing in the years before 1960 both 
a consequence of little funding from the colonial state and, importantly, because of a 
general lack of urgency or direction from the colonial government on the issue. The 
work of researching, defining, and outlining the causes of overpopulation were still 
opaque, and yet had to reach any level of perceived seriousness to warrant action of any 
sort or implementation of any of the recommendations being worked on by Titmuss. But 
with the landfall of Alix and Carol in quick succession, the exigency with which the 
colonial state understood its need to act became marked, questions of family planning 
and cyclone proof housing came to the fore.  
Titmuss’ ideas were perhaps best received by the new governor of the island, 
Colville Deverell, who took office in 1959 and served until 1962.  Deverell’s tenure was 
marked by his overseeing of cyclone reconstruction. And while brief, his role as senior 
administrator in Mauritius during the initial efforts at constructing a family planning 
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process allowed for him to assume the role as the third director of the International 
Planned Parenthood Federation upon his retirement from colonial service in 1962. But 
despite Deverell’s high-profile support, it was the lower ministers and Mauritian 
politicians who took the lead in crafting policy. In the months following the landfalls of 
the storms, for example, the colonial Minister of Finance, George Wilson, held a number 
of meetings with Titmuss to discuss how to better implement a recovery program. In 
Wilson’s estimation, the revenues of the colony could potentially be dramatically 
handicapped by the storms through the destruction of the sugar crop. This was to be 
complicated by a rise in spending from the colonial state to address reconstruction. The 
sugar crop, he warned, would take at least “2-3 years to recover, and the yield would be 
affected for the next 7 years.” At the same time, he warned “government expenditure 
would increase, partly because of an inevitable increase in non-contributory social 
security payments.”424 In light of these daunting economic pressures that Wilson foresaw 
for the colony, therefore, he came to Titmuss with the contention that questions of 
implementation of family planning schemes at the level of policy should begin as soon as 
possible. He pointed out to Titmuss that “family planning should be proceeded with the 
immediately on the grounds that the consequence of the cyclones would not have been 
so serious but for the population problem.”425  
Settling on birth control and a larger project of “family planning” as the most 
expedient option for the mitigation of population growth followed debates over the 
possibly of a large-scale emigration project to Borneo, ultimately deemed too 
complicated.426  But because the hurricanes exposed the demographic crises produced by 
the colonial state, the need for state-led intervention was deemed immediate. As one 
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member of parliament lamented, “we cannot wait until cyclones have brought disaster to 
this country to do something.”427 The fear of another cyclone spurred the colonial 
government to thus embark on an effort that sought to wield family planning techniques 
in the service of producing a cyclone-proof, Mauritian family.  
This meetings between Wilson and Titmuss, held shortly after the storms, shows 
just how critical the notion of the family as an economic unit had become in the wake of 
the Alix and Carol. Establishing the family as the foundational economic category 
accomplished two tasks. Firstly, it became the operative social category through which 
the immediate relief campaigns were to operate. Secondly, it emerged as long-term 
aspiration; that is to say the colonial state viewed the family as a critical unit around 
which a new post-Carol Mauritius would take shape.  The following section, therefore, 
looks at how the family operated as a category of post-disaster management.  
 
Reconstruction, Housing, and Conjugal Futures 
 
The Titmuss and Meade reports were, at their commissioning in the late 1950s, to be 
part of a broader ten-year plan that aimed to modernize the Mauritian economy and 
social-service structure. But with the landfall of Alix and Carol, the question of 
development became entwined with that of reconstruction. The committee tasked with 
the initial development project, the Reconstruction and Development Programme 
(RDP), chaired by future prime minister of an independent Mauritius, Seewosagur 
Ramgoolam, decided, in consultation with James Meade, to embark upon a “new five 
year plan” that sought to not only attend to the reconstruction efforts but to also build a 
foundation for a vision for a future Mauritian society, one that would co-exist with the 
natural threats of cyclones and their effects on the sugar economy.428  
 While Titmuss’ study would explode into the public consciousness shortly after 
Carol, it was Meade’s report which operated as the initial blueprint for Ramgoolam’s 
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committee on reconstruction to operate. In Meade’s 1961 publication on Mauritius and 
Malthusian economics he concluded by not only supporting Titmuss’ neo-Malthusian 
solutions, but also by offering a vision of how to “square the circle,” in his words, of 
overpopulation and low wages in the sugar economy. Despite the suggestion of 
producing some ancillary secondary industries (tea for example) that could support a 
broader employment base, Meade acknowledged that it was sugar that was going to 
remain the primary economic engine of the island. Sugar, for Meade, was here to stay, 
and people’s lives and government had to conform to its needs.  “Suppose that by some 
wave of a magic wand the ownership of property could be made much more equal 
without in any way diminishing the efficiency with which land and capital were used for 
productive proposed.”429 The 1960 cyclones provided this “magic wand” by wiping 
much of the flimsy housing infrastructure off the map, quite literally. As a consequence, 
cyclone-proof housing was the public policy vehicle through which Meade’s suggestion 
for equitable property ownership could operate. 430 
 In the subsequent reports by the RDP, housing emerged as the public policy 
initiative that initially appeared as a silver bullet. Housing would protect people from the 
winds of cyclones. It could alleviate pressure from sugar estates to provide housing. It 
also sought to integrate everyday Mauritians into the financial systems of island through 
publicly subsidized mortgages, a project that, in Meade’s language, would allow for 
broad-based ownership of property.  But more: cyclone-proof housing rationalized 
Meade’s economic suggestion for increased property ownership and Titmuss’ neo-
Malthusian argument for family planning. The family was the operative social category 
through which claims to housing, and indeed broader affective claims to trauma were 
made in the wake of cyclones Alix, Carol, and Jenny, another powerful storm which 
struck two years afterwards. 
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 In the immediate aftermath of Alix and Carol, the colonial government quickly 
devised a system through which to both channel aid relief and to begin a reconstruction 
effort. In order to have any claim considered by the government for aid, “households” 
were required to complete a “Cyclone Registration Record Card,” also known as the 
“Household Card.”431 These cards, initially distributed to families after Alix, but before 
Carol (although they were continued post-Carol, as well), preceded the initial efforts at 
building the cités, and as such sought to evaluate the extent to which a family qualified for 
aid in rebuilding.432 When filling out the cards, specific instructions were given. Firstly, 
“the normal address (before Alix) should be ascertained and care should be exercised to 
ensure that the household belongs to the subarea where they have applied for 
registration.”433 It went on: The full names of the head of household should be entered 
in the appropriate space with sex (M or F) and age in years.” Lest one think that the 
suggestion that either a male or female could operate as the head of the household, 
though, the instructions continued:  
 
After the name of the head of the household should be entered the wife of the 
head and then the children and their wives. Children and grand-children should 
be entered in order of age starting with the eldest. It is important to make sure 
that all members of the household are entered on the form. The 1952 census 
children under the age of five were underrated by 17%. There is a tendency for 
some people to forget to mention babies and infants and to assume that they 
need not be recorded. Finally, other persons in the household as defined above 
should be entered-cousins, aunts, uncles, etc. Appropriate entries should be 
made---the sex, age, and residence columns for each member of the household.434 
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Formalizing the social structure of the family was thus front and center of the post-
cyclone recovery program. In compelling claimants to articulate loss (and by extension 
the viability of their claim) through the language of the family, we see an initial 
crystallization of “the family” as a proxy category to address both reconstruction and 
overpopulation.  
What, however, explains this tight focus on enumerating the exact contours of 
the Mauritian family? In large part, it reflects an attempt to shore up a broad institutional 
lacuna in the knowledge collected by the state on the supposed make-up of the Mauritian 
family. Until the late 1950s and the work of Titmuss, census data tended to be unreliable 
(as the above quotation shows) and the data that does appear tended to be produced by 
colonial ethnographers. While the nutrition campaigns of the 1940s tried to channel 
malaria and malnutrition campaigns through the mother-child relationship, that was the 
extent to which “the family” was represented in state literature. There was no answer to 
the question: “what was a Mauritian household?” At its most stripped-down bureaucratic 
iteration, the household was “a group of persons normally resident in the same dwelling 
eat food which is cooked for that group of persons,” while the head of that household 
was “the oldest adult male.”435 A capacious definition, no doubt, but one that likely 
reflected less the largesse of the colonial state’s delegation of resources post-cyclone, and 
more a bafflement of how to translate an abstract notion of “the family” into a 
functionalist one necessary for the delegation of moneys for rebuilding.  
It appears as if making claims through the lens of the family was understood by 
everyday Mauritians as way of accessing state resources, as well. While Alix and Carol did 
catastrophic damage to the island in 1960, Mauritius was again struck by a powerful 
cyclone two years later, Jenny, in the early part of 1962. Like the storms of years earlier, 
Jenny did extensive damage to the islands housing infrastructure, itself still recovering 
from the cyclones of two years earlier. Jenny was particularly catastrophic for one man in 
particular, Sahadeo Hurkoo. During the storm a tree fell on his small house, killing three 
of his children. His house and family destroyed, Hurkoo and his wife moved into a room 
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offered to them by his landlady. They were able to make small rent payments to her 
through a small stiped offered to them immediately after the storm from public funds. 
They were also able to cobble together the basic necessities—clothes, blankets, food, and 
some medical supplies from the British Red Cross. While it was not clear what his 
employment status had been before Jenny, Hurkoo was “now working as a vegetable 
seller.”436 
 Hurkoo was petitioning the state for extra funds in the wake of Jenny. His 
description of how his family had suffered because of the cyclone was dramatic, but 
ultimately not completely uncommon. In the weeks and months following the storm, 
however, Hurkoo’s condition worsened. As his petition to the state for more funds 
asserted, while he was only thirty-four years old and in good physical health, he had 
confessed to a doctor that his “mental balance had been affected” by the trauma of 
Jenny. The governor noted that that up until this point Hurkoo had received funds that 
were normally in excess of what some families had received after the storm, and argued 
that “it appears that the petitioner is trying to make the most of his unfortunate 
circumstances.”437 He was denied any further assistance. 
 What are we to make of Hurkoo’s predicament and his appeal for additional aid? 
If anything, what is striking about his petition is the social register through which the 
petition is made: that he deserved a claim because of material damage done to the family 
(and indeed the loss of family) and the psychic damage done to him, the presumed head 
of the family. What appears clear is that even though the state determined his claims to 
be excessive, his framing of his struggle as a familial crisis sparked by the cyclone is 
intended, in the most literal sense, to make a claim from the colonial government.  
The discursive emphasis on the family as a vehicle through which claims are 
made, exemplified through Hurkoo’s story, signals the centrality of the family to the 
delegation of post-disaster resources from the colonial state, and the engendering of that 
process. The heads of the households, assumed to be men, were the central actor in the 
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delegation of resources. But beyond just the fact that Hurkoo’s role as head of the family 
signaled the gendering of this process, it was his narrative of what he had lost—his 
children, his home, and, ultimately, his cognitive ability to work a job beyond the rigors 
of “vegetable seller” that speak to a broader social and acceptance that masculinity was 
intimately bound to the social project of starting a family, owning a home, and 
supporting that family and home through independent labor. Jenny, it seemed, had 
emasculated Hurkoo. 
One could argue from Hurkoo’s strategy of using his family as a way of 
explicating his struggle as evidence of a growing popular conception that family and 
familial housing was a desirable social form on the part of the colonial state. Central to 
constructing a new Mauritian family was to imbue rural Mauritians with modern, 
European notions of family formation that could be wielded in development schemes. 
Shortly after Carol members of the legislative assembly, members of the finance ministry, 
and other state officials turned their efforts to reforming the rural family. They 
understood their work to be, at its heart, an effort to reshape ideas of gender.  In a letter 
between officials in the colonial government, Leo Silberman, another development 
expert who had visited Mauritius over the previous decade lecturing on development, 
noted that the “ordinary pater familias be made aware of his public responsibility in 
siring a large and possibly unemployed family.”438Another report claimed that “breeding 
is endemic” in Mauritius, and that one must be prepared to become accustomed to 
“nearly a dozen” children when learning about the size of man’s family.”439 Restraint, it 
was thought, was lacking amongst the “poorer and backward classes,” while also 
acknowledging that amongst the poor children served as an “asset to the family” in terms 
of house work.440 But while men became the object of moral concern for the colonial 
government, it was women who bore the brunt of the colony’s family modernization 
push. In a report on the “social welfare” of the island, women were characterized as key 
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for development in rural areas. The government needed, the report asserted, to increase 
schooling for rural women, and to teach them the basics of hygiene.441 That same report 
went on to recognize that outside of agricultural work in the cane fields, employment 
opportunities for women were scarce at best. 442 The report suggested women be trained 
for domestic work or work in light industry like bottling or embroidery.443 
This effort to modernize Mauritian family life was embedded within a global, 
empire-wide conversation about the social benefits of family planning. A 1955 edition of 
the Commonwealth Challenge concerning the social management of family life, for 
example, circulated amongst colonial welfare officials in Mauritius. The journal showed 
how Mauritius’ population increased at a rate of sixteen percent in the first half of the 
1950s, the highest increase in any British colony. The essays included in the edition all 
offered a defense of greater state intervention into the personal lives of imperial subjects 
in pursuit of better human and natural resource management. But even for those outside 
of the colonial government in Mauritius, the problems that the island faced were 
particularly challenging: “Mauritius, almost wholly dependent on sugar, has little land 
which can be brought under production---or, under present conditions, be more 
economically used—and her location and resources are such that there seems little 
likelihood of any significant diversification of the economy being possible.”444 So even by 
the middle of the 1950s, the central cause of Mauritius’ welfare pressures, the hegemony 
of sugar on the island, had yet to be addressed.  
But for someone like Hurkoo, the popular image of the cyclone-proof family was 
formed less within the pages of LSE researchers and more concretely in the popular 
print media of the island in the immediate aftermath of the cyclones.  The process of 
building a common discursive commitment between state actors like Ramgoolam, 
Ringadoo, Meade, and Titmuss with everyday Mauritians was a process fought within 
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may of the islands newspapers, where the terms “Titmuss Report” and “family planning” 
became shorthand for a new vision of what Mauritius could look like. 
In large part, the production of an image of a new “cyclone-proof” family 
necessated the destruction of what the colonial state understood to be a stable 
sociological vision of the “traditional” Indo-Mauritian family that sustained life on the 
sugar cane fields. Changing the sugar family—polygamous and fertile—to the cyclone-
proof family—compact, efficient, and productive—was proposed as a means of 
distributing the burden of development and risk posed by natural disaster in Mauritius 
from the public to the private. Old anxieties of the cultural intransigence of rural Indo-
Mauritian agriculturalists, while never fully put to bed from the 1940s and 1950s, were 
revived with a vengeance, and the specter of the polygamous and overly-fecund rural 
Indian family emerged as foil against which the modern, nuclear, cyclone-proof family 
took meaning.  
In the days and weeks after cyclone Carol struck, what were initially anxieties 
shared amongst colonial planners over overpopulation spilled into the public arena, 
where Mauritians read, wrote, and generally consumed an ever-growing amount of public 
information on the linked threats of natural disaster and overpopulation. Much like 
Wilson had warned Titmuss, there emerged in the pages of some of the island’s 
newspapers a clear popular consensus that Alix and Carol, and later Jenny, had pushed 
Mauritius to an economic tipping point where the perceived social and cultural 
backwardness of a by-gone era had come home to roost in the wake of the storms. 
Finance minister George Wilson was quoted shortly after the landfall of the storm, he 
noted the importance of seeing the family as the incubator of a productive society 
 
“…a bad environment corrupts and degrades, while good one elevates and 
improves. We know that bad housing conditions cause poor health, social 
demoralization, family tensions and even crime; we know that poor and 
overcrowded schools produce semiliterates [sic], and we know too that, the lack 
of social and cultural amenities produce a fragmented community.”445 
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Figure 11:  Advance catoon, April 22, 1960 
 
An April 22, 1960 cartoon in the daily Advance, a newspaper whose readership’s 
political inclinations largely coalesced with the Labour part (Ramgoolam himself help 
collect funds for its launching in the 1950s) showed just much the family had come to 
represent in the politics of natural disaster on the island. In the cartoon entiteld “A 
Problem” we see a man with his family in tow at a center for aid being distributed for 
families after the hurricane. Children and women surround the man as he implores the 
man in charge of allocations “Have pity on me mister! I have nine children and three 
wives.” This “problem” was one that the colonial government sought to eradicate in the 
wake of Carol and Alix. Given the increasing conversation over overpopulation in the 
decades preceding Carol, we can see the chords that this picture struck in Mauritius. The 
family represented here was a regressive one: stuck in the moral and sexual economies of 
the sugar estate and was in desperate need of the modernizing power that the colonial 
state could wield. But a consideration of the historical moment of the publication of the 
cartoon also reveals the salience of this archetypal image within a moment of crisis. The 
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traditional family was not just a moral aberration in the modern world, but also a 
financial one. As the image shows, large families were seen as drags on the financial and 
civil commitments of the state and reflected the ways in which the colonial state sought 
to mobilize gendered identities in the historical present of the image—the post-disaster 
recovery period—and what it meant for the future of the island. As such, the colonial 
government sought to further bring these “traditional” families under its supervision. 
Cyclones allowed the governmnet to do this through the distribution of aid. But even 
more than channelling aid through the category of the family, the large scale 
reconstruction project that began in the aftermath of Carol also sought to construct, 
quite literally, space for the new Mauritian family.  
Alongside an emerging consensus on the need to modernize families was the 
need to house those families.  In the months following Carol, a discourse of 
development that linked the family and the cyclone proof home emerged in both the 
pages of the colony’s newspapers as well as in the very work being done by the 
organizations tasked with building cyclone proof homes. Cyclone-proof housing 
emerged as the site for the production of a new Mauritius. People who had had their 
homes “unexpectedly deprived” by the “ruthless monester” of Carol clamoured for the 
government to being the process of rebuilding.446 The cyclones of 1960 had “brought to 
a head the problems and paradoxes of Mauritius,” and the provision of new housing 
sought to rationalize these paradoxes and showed, “once and for all, the need to control 
population growth.”447 Immediately after the storm made lanfall, the Mauritian 
government requested the assistance of George Atkinson, the Head of the Tropical 
Building Section within the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research, who had 
previously worked on the rebuilding of houses in Belize and Jamaica after devastating 
hurricanes and Cyprus after the 1953 earthquake. Atkinson was tasked not just with 
rebuilding already destroyed homes, but also to outline forms of urban and rural life on 
the island that would protect residents against cyclones. As such, a new form of expertise 
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arrived on the island in the shape of the urban planner and construction engineer, whose 
plans for reconstruction harmonized with on-going debates on the remaking of the 
Mauritius family. 
The cyclone-proof house provided protection for the cyclone proof family and 
would encourage the production of culturally significant gender roles. It was clear that 
Cyclones Alix and Carol had “undercut the standard of living of the workers and middle 
class” and left “thousands who lead a good life…impoverished.”448 But the construction 
of houses began to be viewed as a project that would allow for men to begin to assemble 
generational wealth and insulate their wives and children against catastrophe, natural or 
otherwise. Indeed, there were three criteria that had to be met in order for a person to be 
able to qualify for the re-housing scheme: “have had his house destroyed by a cyclone, be 
married, [and] not already owned a house of his own.”449 Using these three criteria as the 
foundational requirements for the disbursement of aid set the groundwork for a larger 
social project of constructing a cyclone-proof family around the figure of the aspiring, 
married male homeowner.  
If the early images of the homeowning family took shape most saliently in the 
print media of the island and in the discourses on development that began to harden in 
the legislative assembly, it was in the work done by the DSIR and the CHA discussed in 
the preceding chapter, where the vision of a homeowning family became the guiding 
principle for the long-term reconstruction of the island. Throughout the annual reports 
of the CHA show a dovetailing of construction practices, urban planning, and a cultural 
resonance of the single-family home unit. The new Mauritian family was to be a 
homeowning family. Atkinson’s reconstruction and estate-building plan, therefore, was 
not just to put family in cyclone-proof housing, but was also to integrate them into 
broader financial systems and networks of credit and debt.  
Before the building of the private homes after Carol and the building of the cités, 
most Mauritians had no access to credit outside of what Chinese shop owners extended 
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to their patrons for staple items. Now, access to a cyclone proof home would require a 
deepening relationship with the colonial state and its financial institutions. Atkinson 
suggested that “three categories of people need to be considered; the middle classes who 
may be insured and can afford to pay part of the money advanced to them in a loan; the 
less well-off home owner who at best can only afforded to pay a very small part of the 
cost of his house; and the tenant.”450As Atkinson planned, initial timber homes would be 
offered at a rate of 250 British Pounds, one hundred of which would be offered as a 
grant from the government, with the rest to be offered on a ten year loan.451 The long-
term protection that the colonial government envisioned that homes would provide was 
matched with everyday protection against informal and extra-legal relationships between 
amongst renters. Homeownership would allow, in the eyes of Atkinson and officials 
within the colonial government, for Mauritians to escape from the power of corrupt 
landlords.  “Cyclones have revealed difficulties between landlords and tenants,” where 
tenants repeatedly lodged complaints against landlords for refusing to rebuild damaged 
properties without assistance from the government.452  Following Atkinson’s suggestion 
of three “categories of people,” popular conversation on the on-going construction of 
the new Mauritian home and the new Mauritian family was taking place in the press also 
invoked the typologies of families in the colony.   
Daily newspaper, and reliable organ of criticism of the government from the 
center-left, Le Mauricien, noted that around 90,000 houses were needed for laborers on 
the sugar plantations, 30,000 for “middle class families,” and 5,000 for “better types” of 
housing.453 As a newspaper noted, it was time for the island as a whole to recognize that 
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certain classes…cannot build cyclone proof homes.”454 In addition to promoting 
homeownership, the municipal government of Port Louis began passing laws that 
formalized the relationship between landlord and tenant. The president of the Port Louis 
homeowner association celebrated the laws, and noted that it was Carol that finally 
allowed for the laws to be written.455 But notions of “protection” extended beyond the 
formalities of financial arrangements by taking meaning in the evolving cultural category 
of the family and the gendered roles that were to comprise the modern Mauritian family.  
The gendered projected of cyclone rebuilding took shape in the print media on 
the island as well. In one editorial in Le Mauricien, an author recalled a story of a large 
house in the capital of Port Louis which was destroyed by Cyclone Carol. In the house 
lived “elderly women and spinsters” who, after the cyclone struck, were forced to wait 
upon the government for assistance. The author had “heard the piercing wail of the 
widow of the shopkeeper who has a crippled boy and who lived comfortably on the rent 
of her shop and part of her house.”456 So in light of the struggles that hurricanes would 
impose on women and children, it was argued that new homes would protect vulnerable 
women and children. These homes would allow for the beginnings of systems in 
inheritance, as “it is a settled fact that a house or two can be the best form of legacies to 
the heirs…If I die, the man thinks, my family will have a little nest of its own, and it has 
also a value that can serve them in good stead.”457   
 
The Cyclonic Family and Racial Futures 
 
As stated in the introduction to this chapter, the 1940s, 50s, and 60s, were decades when 
global fears over population growth dovetailed with the politics of environmentalism. 
One of the most salient critiques, however, of the discourse of population control as a 
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corollary of environmental stewardship was that implicit in governmental and extra-
governmental efforts to curb population growth were the historical legacies of Galton’s 
eugenics. As one critic of Ehrlich argued, population control equated, in part, political 
repression.458 While not clear whether or not Mauritian activists were in conversation 
with these critiques explicitly, the growth of a shared discourses of population control 
after Carol lent itself to an already-fraught racial politics in Mauritius in the decade 
preceding independence. The following section therefore analyzes how race emerged as 
an arena of debate in response to population control in mid-century.  
Institutionally, efforts at building a moral and conjugal ethic that could attend to 
the state’s needs in the wake of natural disasters took material form in 1961 through the 
passing of a law which sought to encourage Mauritian families to limit themselves to 
three children. In the middle of April, 1960, the Finance Secretary of the colony 
announced a vision of the ideal Mauritian family. “The Ideal Mauritian Family: Three 
Children,” announced Le Mauricien in reporting the findings of a special commission 
established by the Finance Secretary after Carol. This was not merely a suggestion on the 
part of the colonial government. Rather, the directive to limit births to three per family 
became inscribed into Mauritian law. The government proposed a financial incentive to 
families who had less than three children. The government was to offer assistance to 
families at different stages in their lives. The “family allocation” was to be extended to 
any family already with three children under fourteen years of age, a “maternity 
allocation” to be paid monthly to a woman while pregnant with any child up until her 
third. There also existed monthly stipends to be paid to widows with or without 
children.459 The colonial Council Ordinance number sixty two of 1961, known 
colloquially as a the “Family Allowance Ordinance” established the institutional 
machinery that would provide government support, through cash payments, to families 
in an effort to encourage family planning.460  
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The ordinance was wide ranging but sought to provide incentives when it came 
to planning, to marriage, and to having children. It offered the following: (1) a “family 
allocation” of fifteen rupees per month to each family with three children under fourteen 
or more, as long as the mother was at least twenty one years of age and that the father 
(chef de famillie) was not able to pay the entirety of his income tax burden from the 
previous year (2) the legal age of marriage for a woman was to be raised from fifteen to 
eighteen years (3) to encourage late marriages, a “marriage allocation” for a one-time 
payment of fifty rupees as long as  both members of the couple were twenty one and the 
man was, like before, unable to fully pay his tax burden and (4) a “maternity” allocation 
of 20 rupees per month during twelve weeks during the pregnancy  if the woman was at 
least twenty one years old, had not had a child in the preceding twenty four months, had 
less than three infants total, went frequently to a pre-natal care center, and that her 
husband was unable to fully pay the income tax of the previous year.461 
Embedded in this ordinance are a number of desires for future practices and 
bureaucratic structures meant to enable certain forms of conjugal behavior, desires 
shared by both planners and by Mauritian politicians engaged in forming policy. Clearly, 
limiting the number of children families were having, delaying how old that would 
happen for mothers and fathers, and indeed even delaying when Mauritian couples were 
to wed were critical components to this. There are two points worth raising, however. 
The first is the strategic emphasis on identifying families, and men in particular, who had 
trouble paying their taxes in full. This reveals a specifically class-directed effort, 
corroborating a consensus throughout the island that the rural poor should be the object 
of the state’s disciplinary efforts. Additionally, it seems quite counterintuitive, at first 
blush, as to why the state would provide cash to families who had more than three 
children. The underpinning logic here was the same as it was to build cyclone-proof 
homes: than an early investment in the health and care of children would mitigate further 
crisis expenditures down the line. 
A conceptual thread that tied family planning to gender and to communalism, 
which saw the disciplining and gendering of sexual behavior as a means to produce racial 
                                                        
461 Ibid., and “Pour la famille-type de 3 enfants” in Le Mauricien, 27 February 1961. 
 
 
 190 
improvement was embedded in the project of cyclone recovery and the family planning 
projects thereafter. But its intellectual generation preceded the landfall of Carol and Alix. 
In the rarefied stratum of research on the Mauritian family, Richard Titmuss’ papers 
reflect a growing sociological eye directed at producing an idea of a legible family unit 
that relied heavily on the expertise of Burton Benedict, another LSE affiliate and 
ethnographer who authored the first major scholarly study on the island: Indians in a 
Plural Society. The belief in a causal link between family life and racial communalism was 
foundational to Burton Benedict’s research. At the core of Benedict’s research was a 
putative fundamental socio-cultural incongruity that is identified in his study’s very title: 
Indians and a “plural society.” Indian life, largely unchanged, in Benedict’s estimation, 
over the one-hundred years of diaspora, was exogenous and closed; fundamentally at 
odds with the “plural society” that Mauritius had become. The question of racial 
difference in a plural society was one thus increasingly discussed amongst Mauritian 
colonial planners, in particularly in the wake of the nutritional improvements efforts of 
the 1940s, as the second chapter of this study has shown.462  
In the years before the publication of Indians in a Plural Society, however, Benedict 
was a critical interlocutor for the colonial state’s efforts at understanding the cultural, and 
indeed sexual, habits of family life in rural Mauritius. In a 1957 memorandum “A 
Programme for Family Planning,” circulated both amongst planners in Mauritius and in 
the Colonial Office, Burton affirmed a long-standing assumption about the relationship 
between “Indian” life in the increasingly cosmopolitan centers of urban life on the island: 
Port Louis, Rose Hill, Beau Bassin, Quatre Bornes, and Curepipe.463 A family planning 
scheme, were it to be implemented, Benedict argued, would have to be de-centralized 
and run through village elders, as the towns and villages of the city proved to be too 
diverse in racial make up, such that the vast majority of Indo-Mauritians would be 
skeptical of the state efforts.464 “The politics of the town are to a large extent the politics 
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of the island” he argued, “a new program, particularly a controversial one, quickly 
becomes a national issue.”465 
 In one sense, Benedict was correct. Controversial issues quickly became national. 
Villagizing family planning, and in particular the use of the Hindu village meeting center, 
the baitka, as a site for this training, would ideally mitigate fears that family planning 
would be seen as anything but would thus mitigate the spread of controversy.466 This sort 
of planning logic, which sought to understand the mobility of ideas within societies 
believed to be suspicious of or averse to state planning schemes was a worry throughout 
imperial family planning models, as it became increasingly clear that attempts at 
producing a portable, modular model of planning from colony to colony was 
untenable.467 Indeed, Benedict’s body of work also suggests his investment in a 
sociological model that differentiated “small states” from larger national bodies. 
Smallness, he suggested, meant that people occupied multiple critical roles in society, that 
“political, religious, and kinship” often overlapped, a sociological problem that reified 
discrete forms of identity, and in the case of Mauritius, Indo-Mauritian endogamy.468 But 
he also misread the extent to which Indo-Mauritian political power in the colony had 
begun to effectively become national power by early 1960s, a fact that would allow for 
Indo-Mauritians to been seen less as members of a religious subgroup than as the secular 
bearers of state interests, a topic I explore in more depth later in this section. His 
ambivalence about how family planning models would spread throughout the colony, 
and how it specifically would be adopted by Indo-Mauritian communities appears to 
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have misjudged, in part, the extent to which ethnicity and religious identity would inform 
popular responses to family planning methods.469  
What, however, explains the translation of the abstraction sociological visions of 
family planning, of the policy of housing, and discourses of racial difference that all 
framed technocratic visions of development in Mauritius, into the political world of 
Mauritius?  In the halls of the legislative assembly, there was broad based support for the 
building of the cyclone-proof estates, but there was marked division in the need for 
family planning. These divisions reflected a growing polarization of politics along 
communal lines. As the previous chapter showed, Indo-Mauritian political organizing fell 
often along, Muslim, Hindu, and ostensibly political parties like the Comitté d’Action 
Musulman (CAM) and the organizing of Bisoondoyal brothers via the Independent 
Forward Block (IFB) as respective organizations. Creole elites often gravitated towards 
the Partí Mauricien Social-Democratique (PMSD). But these communal divisions were 
not always articulated as explicitly racial or confessional.  As the previous chapter also 
argued—the charge of “communalism” was often wielded in service of discrediting a 
political opponent; the politics of race, while omnipresent, was universally consider 
transgressive in a multiracial colony. Indeed, amongst all of these parties, it was Labour 
(Parti Travalliste) that sought to self-consciously position itself as the bearer of a secular 
developmentalist standard. It was Ramgoolam specifically—groomed as a civil servant in 
the Ministry of Labor—and chairman of the RDPs who saw in Meade and Titmuss a 
confirmation of his own political inclinations that he had developed while a student in 
London.  
In his own autobiography-cum-history of the Mauritian nation, Ramgoolam notes 
his commitment to Fabian socialism that was first generated as a student in London. 
Ramgoolam expressed an admiration for the technocratic and incremental 
developmental model that Fabianism advanced. “I have tried to cultivate the 
indefatigable patience of the Fabian philosopher and the Fabian belief in moderation and 
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conviction in parliamentary reform and the concept of the Welfare State wherein the 
State is viewed as the representative and trustee, guardian and protector of the 
people.”470 Acknowledging this firm ideological commitment to statist 
developmentalism, it comes as no surprise, then, that for Ramgoolam and the Labor 
Party more broadly largely viewed the Meade and Titmuss reports as a validation of a 
growing international consensus on the dangerous of revolutionary political ideology, in 
particular in regards to anti-colonial nationalism, in the building of a stable post-colonial 
order.471  
But for others a vision of state-as-guardian development was seen as potential 
threat. Discourses of family planning therefore took on a political salience in the halls of 
the legislative council for a number of reasons. First was an increasing anxiety over the 
racial futures of the island, a fear discussed in the following section. Secondly, and what 
appeared most concretely in the debates within the legislative council, were competing 
visions of the responsibilities were of the state, how it allocated resources, and what 
external examples it should model itself on.  In early 1961, for example. Veersamy 
Ringadoo, Labour Party member and then Minister of Labour and Social Security, 
delivered a detailed and extensive summary and defense of Titmuss’ findings to the 
council. Ringadoo, who had himself worked with Titmuss in his capacity as a Minister, 
couched his defense of the Titmuss report by gesturing to Meade’s study—by 
emphasizing the need to reform social mores in order to produce a sustainable welfare 
state. He was challenged almost immediately by Sokdeo Bissondoyoal, younger brother 
of Hindu revivalist Basdeo Bissonodoyal. The younger brother saw the Titmuss’ 
recommendations not only as foreign impositions (“did the Russians looks for the Turks 
to tell them what their five-year plan should be?” he asked the council), but also as a 
potential for the hording of resources by vested state interests.  In one exchange, he 
noted that while the fall in mortality in Mauritius could be attributed to the eradication of 
malaria in earlier decades, he argued that “we have eradicated malaria but we have 
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introduced corruption in this country and this is wore than malaria.” He went on “a 
solution over a grave problem…must come from the people!”472 Bissondoyal was not 
the only Mauritian member of the government to express reservations about any family 
planning schemes.  Ajam Dahal, the leader of the CAM in the immediate aftermath of 
the storm, argued forcefully that any sort of family planning was fundamentally against 
the Muslim faith.473  Dahal’s criticisms put fellow Muslim, CAM Member, and Minister 
of Housing Abdul Razak Mohammed in a difficult position. As Minister of Housing, he 
was member of the government that had becoming invested in constructing post-
cyclonic island, of which tying family planning to housing was quickly emerging as the 
primary policy vector of reconstruction. Mohammed did express concern over the 
extension of state power into family planning schemes as well. In one speech before the 
council, he said that “I am a Muslim first and everything else afterwards, in that 
capacity…I had to consult theologians of my religion. They are unanimous in saying 
there are no methods, known or unknown, which are permitted in Islam for birth 
control.”474 Nevertheless, in response to Dahal’s rejection of planning, Mohammed 
replied that family planning would not demand individual coercion, an argument that 
seemed to convince ambivalent members of the CAM in the assembly, but one that 
would ultimately produce an enduring political rift between Dahal and Mohammed, the 
formed asserting his commitment to “stick to the teachings of the Quran [sic].”475 
As earlier chapters have shown, throughout twentieth century Mauritius the 
formation of social categories of gender and race were intertwined. Whether it be reading 
the politics of racial survival and the “improvement” of the natural world or the 
changing notions of work and space that accompanied the construction of the cyclone 
estates, gender often emerged as a modality for living race.476 So while race lay at the 
                                                        
472 Legislative Council Debates over Titmuss report, 11 April 1961. 
 
473 Mauritius Intelligence Report, March-April 1960, Serial 3/60. Section on CAM politics, 
BNA/CO/1036/704, 26 April 1960. 
 
474 Legislative Council Debates over Titmuss report, 8 April 1960. 
 
475 Mauritius Intelligence Report, April-May 1960.  
 
476 Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Harvard University Press, 1993). 
 
 
 
 195 
heart of the Mauritians notions of social belonging and historical change, gender often 
emerged as the territory over which racial futures were both popularly articulated. 
Reshaping gendered positions and social perceptions was often the place were the 
colonial state also sought to intervene. It’s perhaps unsurprising then that debates over 
family planning also spoke directly to growing debates over the racial futures of the 
island in the years before gaining political independence.477 Demographic management, 
as the second chapter’s section study of the writings of Pandit Atmaram showed, was not 
limited to colonial planners, but a central component of political discourse amongst 
Hindu revivalists in the middle of the century. These anxieties over demographic collapse 
and the political futures of a post-colonial Mauritius again came to the fore as a 
consequence of the post-Carol family planning initiatives.  This section suggests that 
debates between the competing confessional and institutional groups over of women’s 
bodies and planning schemes should be understood, in part, as a debate over the racial 
futures of the island.  
In the year after Carol, when family planning became policy, a number of leaders 
of various confessional communities of the island emerged as vocal opponents of any 
form of family planning or birth control. The most vociferous of these critics came 
overwhelmingly from the Catholic leadership. A Catholic physician, Dr. D. Chazal, 
argued against the use of birth control as “immoral,” but acknowledged that “the Church 
is alive to the conditions of living of the poor… promiscuity, bad housing, lack of food, 
lack of light, lack of ventilation.”478 Chazal linked, as many others in this debate, a moral 
argument for sexual restraint with the material conditions of life in the colony as a way of 
explaining his way forward. Rather than intervene in the reproductive life of women, 
what was needed was to construct a specific moral character on the island. “When 
communities improve their social conditions” he suggested, “they develop a greater 
sense of responsibility towards their family.” Others in the legislative assembly argued 
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for an alternative conception of morality that was to be inscribed into state policy via 
birth control. “What is more immoral?” one member demanded, “allowing a couple of 
agricultural workers or artisans, perhaps, living on no more than 50 or 60 rs [rupees] per 
month, living in a miserable little shack of a few square feet…between a few walls… and 
after a few years there beings to swarm a family. Mother, father, and 6, 8, 10 children.  
What’s more immoral? To watch this spectacle…or begin a process of birth control?”479 
Clear differences between religious arguments in opposition to birth control and others 
which emphasized the need for sound state economic and social policy through birth 
control. One Indian Muslim member of parliament also commented in a parliamentary 
meeting that “Hindus tend to breed much faster than any other community.”480 But a 
consistent feature of both sides of the debate over birth control was a caricature of the 
backward, rural Mauritian family, defined by an uncontrollable impulse to have children 
they are unable to properly care for. 
While these debates occurred, in large part, in the halls of the legislative council, 
at the ground level the confessional distinctions took shape around the growth and 
development of two organizations staffed by Mauritians: Action Familiale (AF) and the 
Mauritius Family Planning Association (MFPA). AF was a voluntary, and officially non-
racial and non-sectarian organization “dedicated to the betterment of family life,” as 
articulated most explicitly through the Papal Encyclical Casti Connubii of December 
1930.481 From its inception in 1963, AF struck a balance between explicitly engaging the 
terms of the political debate over “overpopulation,” and occupying a position of moral 
arbiter adjacent to the political developments of the time. Although in its own 
retrospective literature it would portray itself actively attending to the burgeoning 
literature on overpopulation in the wake of the cyclones, contemporaneous records show 
an organization hesitant to attend to the specifics of a crisis, real or otherwise. “Our aims 
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are essentially human and personal,” one memorandum sent to the colonial government 
emphasized, “trying to solve the problem of the couple or of the family.” In so doing, 
the document asserted, they would also “resolve overpopulation.” Overpopulation, it 
asserted, was a problem which, although natural, was “constituted by innumerable small 
units: the family.”482 Ideally, instructing the family in moral sexual behavior would ideally 
be transmitted, the AF believed, from one generation to the next, creating a tradition 
with “minimal recourse to outside bodies,” an observation no doubt meant to emphasize 
the financial limitations that family planning would put on the state. It’s strategic plans 
for the “betterment of family life” were clear “1. The education of the ground and of 
married couples towards self-control and responsible parenthood. 2 a) helping to solve 
the problems of married couples b) the teaching of natural methods of family regulation 
based on a reliable method of periodic abstinence i.e. ‘temperature method.’ 3. The 
support of any campaign conducted by an organization advocating only the natural 
methods of birth regulation.” 
Its mirror organization, the MFPA, was ostensibly secular, unhooked from any 
institutional religious organization, and the preferred outlet of the colonial state to 
pursue family planning efforts. The MFPA, an outgrowth of earlier disjointed efforts at 
“social welfare,” explicitly channeled the language of colonial statecraft and Fabian 
developmentalism in its descriptions of its own work, with explicit attention played to 
cyclonic disturbances and the political ecology of sugar production on the island. In an 
introduction to its annual reports, for example, it poses the question “Why Family 
Planning?” Its own answer mirrors the broader concerns that were emerging amongst 
demographic experts and local politicians. The report notes that “We have been forced 
by circumstances to be a country almost depends on a single crop economy,” despite 
being “an island frequently visited by cyclones.” It continues: Any adverse climatic 
condition, cyclone…or a fall in the world price of sugar impinges directly on our balance 
of trade.”483 The explicitly linking of cyclones and family planning would endure beyond 
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the early raison d’etre statements. After a catastrophic storm in 1968 hit the island 
dependency of Rodrigues, three hundred and fifty miles east of Mauritius, the MFPA 
sent representatives to the island not to work as reconstruction assistance, but to begin 
to fund and implement family planning techniques advanced by the MFPA on the island. 
While there, however, the report noted the strong opposition on Rodrigues—an island 
populated overwhelming by Afro-Mauritian Creoles—from the Catholic Church and its 
ancillary organization, Action Familiale. The resistance met by the MFPA by AF in 1968 
post-cyclonic Rodrigues was not new, however. Indeed as soon as the Titmuss and 
Meade reports noted the need for family planning on the island, the Catholic Church and 
AF sought to handicap efforts by the colonial state to implement any plans they viewed 
as contrary to the mission of the church.  
The main point of divergence between these two groups revolved around the 
methods of family planning. Broadly speaking, AF advanced a view that family planning 
was solely a question of morality—that abstinence before marriage and the rhythm 
method after—were the only ways that a moral form of family planning could be 
acceptable by the Catholic Church. The MFPA, while not rejecting outright the 
“morality” of family planning, was much more biologically interventionist. This 
interventionism ranged from oral contraceptives to condoms. These tensions came to 
ahead in a meeting between the organization in 1965 that was meant to “clear the 
atmosphere between Action Familiale and the Mauritius Family Planning Association.”484 
The meeting opened with Harold Walter, then minister of Public Health, In the colony 
explaining that the urgency of family planning in the wake of the cyclones had compelled 
the state to govern. But over the course of the meeting, differences between the two 
groups had become more pronounced. At the core of the debates were questions of 
methodology. Francoise Guy, a medical doctor and leader within AF noted that while 
both agencies were working towards population growth, AF’s emphasis was on “moral 
health,” a component to social life they saw similar. This moral imperative dictated that 
sex and sexuality were aspects of social and cultural life to be limited, pathologized, and 
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moralized. The “acceptance of the rhythm method” was understood to be the only way 
to move forward in a comprehensive nation-wide scheme.485 This was to be a strategy 
that was to be instructed to newly-wed couples. AF noted that “couples should be 
instructed in the principals of rhythm method before the beginning of the marriage…the 
calculation of the infertile times is easy and comparatively speaking effortless, and the 
necessary restraint and self-control present no great difficultly.” The argument for this 
type of education concludes with: “These statements are based on facts and not merely 
the expression of individual opinion.”486 
This, of course, was met with some skepticism from both the MFPA and the 
state. The MFPA argued for a more scientifically-oriented approach by promoting use a 
number of strategies and items worked internal to the human body. Intrauterine devices, 
birth control pills, and condoms. By 1966, the vast majority of people who went to the 
MFPA were using the pill above all methods. But while there was suspicion that the 
rhythm method was unreliable because of, if nothing else, human nature, it was still an 
appealing strategy for the state in that couples who practiced it became “autonomous,” 
that is to say not needing of heavy stated investment.487 But while the ostensible goal of 
limiting pressures on state resources formed the central logic of family planning 
throughout the island, the MFPA also sought to further integrate romantic relationships 
into the bureaucracy of the state. In its multiple propaganda efforts, for example, its 
reports indicate that not only was success defined as the adoption of family planning 
techniques and an attendant reduction in birth rates, but also to encourage civil 
marriages, and to register those marriages with the state. This was done to explicitly 
“trace out religious marriages,” which were clearly seen as retrograde and social 
incubators of dangerous conjugal practices.488  This effort went so far as to using MFPA 
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field officers to provide lists of people “who were engaged or contemplating 
marriage.”489 In 1969, nearly six thousand pamphlets were produced for couples 
interested in formalizing their relationship through civil marriage.  
Propaganda efforts, at least with respect to methods of birth control, if not civil 
registration, appears to have been successful by state metrics. By the mid 1960s, it 
appears as if the rhythm method and the pill were the two primary means of practicing 
birth control.490 And while throughout the decade the state sought to mediate what it 
understood to be divisive political debates between “Catholics” and “secular” forms of 
birth control, a closer look at the methods of knowing the body, if not necessarily the 
ultimately form of birth control use, reflected a similar medical, social, and technocratic 
consensus that the body of women was the territory on which the building of a cyclone-
proof state was to take shape. In the literature produced by both the MFPA and AF, 
there is a shared bio-interventionist model when it comes to women’s bodies. Take the 
AF’s efforts at educating couples on the “temperature method,” a form of contraceptive 
practice derived from the rhythm method. This required specific thermometers for 
methods of temperature take: rectal, buccal, and vaginal. It required that couples 
understanding how temperature variations were tacked to nutritional state, to physical 
activity, and, as one document suggested “race.”491 The pointing to race here invoked a 
debate over racial biometric difference that emerged in the 1940s (see chapter 2) that a 
product of differing nutritional habits between races.  
The language of gender, race, religion, and family was also a means of mobilizing 
action. In July of 1960, the Labour Party and CAM held a rally to inform anyone in 
attendance of the work being done leadership organizing a rally in support of their 
candidates in upcoming legislative council elections. In a rare show of unity, the 
respective leaders of the parties were shocked with many of the seven thousand in 
attendance began to heckle and boo the speakers. Enraged, Abul Razak Mohammed, 
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then deeply embroiled in his on-going family-planning political feuding with Ajam Dahal 
and his work in the construction of the cités tried to silence the crowed. He screamed into 
a microphone that “their [the crowd’s] behavior indicated they wanted to return to 
slavery, in which whites would rape their womenfolk.”492 It was a rash and shocking 
outburst to be sure, but it provides a glimpse into the register through which the 
intersection of ideas of race, nation, sexuality proved to be fertile ground for imagining 
racial community and for political invective.  Racial difference and sexual violence were 
powerful images in the collective political and social language of the time.  
 So while the MFPA and AF debates reveal an overlapping ultimate goal—to limit 
unwanted pregnancies in service of mitigating “overpopulation,” it is perhaps 
unsurprising that an on-going conversation in the smaller newspapers and periodicals 
throughout the island that wrote for racial and confessional communities—on the 
question of overpopulation wrestled with the question of linking family planning to racial 
governances. While the MFPA and AF sparred over methods, the scale of biological 
interventionism, and public policy, what many throughout Mauritius saw was less a 
spirited debate over policy and more a threat to certain racial communities. As was 
mentioned earlier in this section, the sociological expertise provided by Burton Benedict 
suggested that Indo-Mauritians would be the most suspicious community when asked to 
engage in state sponsored family planning. But this was a misreading. Throughout the 
1940s and 1950s, the colonial state had cultivated a cohort of Indo-Mauritian men, 
primary amongst which were Ramgoolam and Ringadoo, as officials within the colonial 
government who by in large supported family planning.493 By the 1960s, it was not 
uncommon to see Indo-Mauritian civil servants, politicians, doctors, and lawyers at the 
highest levels of government. As such, the Indo-Mauritian press, both its radical 
elements and its more conservative, showed a general consensus on the benefits of 
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family planning efforts. In early 1960, the Mauritius Times noted that “if the Titmuss and 
Meade Reports…” themselves “two great documents… are tackled in the proper 
manner, than Mauritius could live to see its finest hour.”494 In the Hindi newspaper, 
Zamana, made an even stronger case for it. “Hindus are not against family planning,” an 
opinion that showed to Titmuss that Indo-Mauritians were “showing themselves better 
than Mahatma Gandhi,” a suggestion that more than a decade after his death, the 
memory of Gandhi was understood amongst colonial officials a regressive actor, but 
more specifically that some Indo-Mauritian acceptance of family planning signaled 
consent to the broader colonial project.495  
While widespread, family planning was not uniformly greeted enthusiastically 
amongst all Indo-Mauritians, though. Fifteen years after Pandit Atmaram first articulated 
them, critiques against the expansion of perceived state bio-power reappeared amongst 
some in the face of growing calls for family planning. Sookdeo Bissoondoyal, member of 
parliament and brother to the fiery Hindu-revivalist Basdeo Bissoondoyal, authored an 
op-ed in Le Mauricien entitled “L’Inde et la ‘family planning’” (India and Family Planning) 
in which he suggested that family planning, in particular its “artificial forms,” posed as 
cultural threat to the survival of Indo-Mauritians. “Government propagandists,” he 
warned, posed a threat to “young Indo-Mauritians” in large part because they aped 
strategies for combating overpopulation from “the west.” In post-colonial India, 
Bissoondoyal argued, family planning was taken with a grain of salt. Like the critique 
leveled by Guy Rozement earlier, Bissondooyal saw it as merely a subterfuge for 
increased state surveillance and power over Indo-Mauritians. He noted that many of the 
socioeconomic problems of Indo-Mauritian were ones that could be addressed by 
expanding access to resources. Instead, the “vulgarities” in the system, rendered each 
Mauritians “suspects in their own homes,” rather than, we suppose, citizens capable 
making claims for resources against the colonial state.496 Moreover, how could western 
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powers preach self-control when they had their own socioeconomic problems, divorced 
from overpopulation? 
 Overwhelmingly, however, the community that saw itself as the most vulnerable 
to family planning initiatives were Afro-Mauritian Creoles. As in the previous chapter 
regarding housing and black futures, L’Épée editorialized on the news of family planning 
through a fictionalized conversation between an Afro-Mauritian member of society, 
Gaby, with an Indo-Mauritian, Soondroon. In one conversation, titled “The Problem of 
Overpopulation: The More Intelligent Man Gets, the More Misses His Faith in God.” 
Gaby laments the growth of efforts to mitigate over-population as a threat to Afro-
Mauritian identities.497 “What can you tell me,” Gaby begins, “about the 
recommendations in the Meade and Timtuss reports? Beyond government attempting to 
abolish the French language, now they want to control how many children we bring into 
the world, because they say there are too many people.” Gaby would go on to argue that 
imperial family planning was a means of mitigating demographic threats within the 
empire, and tactic he suggested was developed in World War II, an implication, it 
seemed, that tied British imperial demographic anxieties to Nazi race science.  
 In another piece in L’Épée, an anonymous author juxtaposed the role of the state 
with the role of the Catholic church, an institution which had “thrown its weight” behind 
famiy planning.498  This article sought to read state interventionism into the conjugal lives 
of its subjects as a violation of Catholic faith of its readership, and by extension a 
pointed attack at Afro-Mauritian Creoles.  “Here at L’Épée, we don’t know exactly know 
the behavior of the intimate lives of elite couples in our society. But with their bidets for 
their secret ablutions, with their injections, and with their instruments which they refer 
to, academically, as “contraceptives,” we ask if this isn’t much more than a criminal 
enterprise, that they were attempt to impose en masse such a base set of practices?”499 
These “base practices” were in direct contravention to the will of the Catholic God. “If 
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the state is going to foil the plan of God,” the author argued, then it would have to 
intervene in marriages that were convenience or for economic gain. 
La Vie Catholique, the island’s weekly Catholic newspaper, also voiced concerns 
over the specter of racial discrimination. While this paper never explicitly spoke as a 
mouthpiece for Afro-Mauritian Creoles in the way that L’Épée did, it couched its analyses 
of demographic threat and family planning within a shared conceptual envelope of 
anxiety over the racial futures of a colony lurching towards independence. These analyses 
were often explicated through a repeat suspicion of secularism and communism, as a 
threat posed from an increasingly radical Indian Ocean community. In early 1960, the 
front page of paper posed a question to its readers: “Doctrine Catholique o 
Néomalthusianime?” announcing, in no uncertain terms, that these two ideas were 
mutually exclusive, at odds conceptually and morally with each other.500 
The landfall of Carol was interpreted by La Vie Catholique in similar ways as in 
L’Épée: as a particularly violent episode whose damage was uniquely focused on the lives 
of Catholics, and by extension, Afro-Mauritian Creoles. In the weeks following the 
storm, the paper collected, published, and commented on the specifics of how each 
Catholic church throughout the island was damaged. It also ran similar pieces that 
encouraged more concerted collaboration between laypeople and the church in the 
rebuilding process.501 Reading the pages of the paper one would think that Catholicism 
was imperiled by Carol both materially through the damaged churches and spiritually by 
the need to bind its followers tighter together. 
But when the paper turned toward the fate of the island more broadly in the years 
following the storm, the tone was less conciliatory towards other racial communities and 
the growing biopolitical power that state sought to aggregate. Racism and racial 
discrimination were repeated themes throughout the 1960s pages of the paper, as was a 
corresponding fear of socialism, communism, and the secular state. These articles were 
often published alongside studies of sexuality, the relationship between a “Christian and 
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their body,” the role of women In sustaining a family, and by extension, a community. 
These articles lend themselves a number of interpretations, notably the coalescing of a 
number of conceptual linkages that mediated popular ideas between black and Catholic 
Mauritians and the late-colonial state. The language of racial violence and growing state 
secularization were discursive means of understanding the growing Indo-
Mauritianization of state institutions and the fear that those Indo-Mauritian-manned 
institutions, operating as ostensibly secular entities, would impose family planning 
strategies that not only violated the moral norms of Catholics, but would also operate as 
a form of ethnic cleansing. This fear ultimately culminated with a mass exodus of elite 
Creole from Mauritius throughout the late 1960s until the 1980s to places throughout 
southern Africa and Australia.502 The seeming consensus of Catholic institutions on the 
need for “natural” family planning, if any, and the broader fear of racial domination that 
informed much of the popular critiques were belied by some of Catholic organizations 
working outside of Mauritius. The Young Catholic Women Workers (Jeunesse Ouvrière 
Chrétienne Femimine—JOCF), for example, provided a report to Titmuss which also 
emphasized a sociological conclusion similar to Benedicts, which was that gender 
identities amongst various Mauritians was as an expression of racial identity. Creoles in 
particular, for these French Catholics, were in dire need of state intervention as a way of 
emancipating women, in their opinion, of the moral “deficiency” run rampant in the 
community.503 These foreign workers contended that couples “may not have had time to 
get to know each other, or if they have it was in some dark corner.”504 In Creole villages, 
they suggested, “all marriages are regularizations of illicit unions.”505 
While the newspapers and the records and debates of the family planning 
institutions tasked with building family planning strategies illuminate the on-the-ground 
registers through which the ideas about transforming the conjugal lives of Mauritians 
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became mobilized around the politics of race on the island, there was still little focus on 
how everyday Mauritian women encountered these new forms of biomedical 
interventionism. It to these stories that the final section turns.   
 
Family Planning from Below 
 
Thus far this chapter has covered how the colonial state, newspapers, and Mauritian 
members of family planning organizations conceived of their roles in building a resilient 
society after the landfall of Carol. But what of everyday Mauritian people, and women in 
particular, who were, ostensibly, the subject of discourses of development? If women 
were the focus of state efforts at reforming the family, did their experiences correspond 
neatly to the history of the institutionalization of family planning? The following section 
suggests that while colonial officials and politicians sought to inculcate an ethic of 
ecologically-focused conjugality, its translation to the lives of average Mauritians was not 
so straight forward.  Women engaged the ideas and the bureaucratic structures on their 
own terms; their encounters with these ideas and institutions were critical to articulating 
new forms of understanding themselves, their bodies, and their role in changing 
Mauritius. 
Uncovering how everyday people, and women in particular, navigated the post-
Carol worlds of family planning institutions and housing development is a difficult 
endeavor. There are few archival traces that extend beyond the those produced by the 
colonial state, and women who were old enough to take advantage of family planning 
efforts in the early 1960s are rarely still alive to speak to. There are some, however, who 
are alive and with whom I spoke. In this section I rely on the testimonies of some 
women interviewed as part of the early 2000s Truth and Justice Commission (TJC) used 
in the previous chapter, my own interviews, and one life history in particular—that of 
Mala Rami, a resident of Quatre Bornes who, over the course of multiple interviews 
discussed the ways in which she encountered the institutions and ideas that defined her 
encounter with family planning efforts. These oral histories are supplemented small 
archival evidence taken from Titmuss’ papers and the reports of the work of the family 
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planning associations. Taken together, the oral history and archival threads add a much-
needed context to the preceding sections of the chapter.  
As is often the case in writing Mauritian history, the picture of the everyday life of 
peoples in the twentieth century becomes less clear than earlier centuries, as the rich 
descriptions authored by Franco-Mauritian enslavers and colonial travelers gives way to 
an increasingly sterile language of British colonial statecraft; the colonial subject as an 
abstracted social category often reduced to an ethnographic avatar. Given this 
methodological predicament, life histories collected by the TJC in the early 2000s of 
women already late in life can provide glimpses into the gynecological practices and 
social worlds of family planning and child birth in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century.  One strategy of women exerting control over their bodies in a political 
economy of sugar production, one where the bodies of men and women alike were 
critical to the efficient settling of capital, was abortion. Abortion amongst the sugar cane 
workers was a mode of asserting autonomy that endured in the fields until the twentieth 
century, but one that was also remained clandestine and practiced by people outside of 
the bare-bones medical care facilities that existed for field laborers.  
As Meghan Vaughn has suggested in her study of slavery in Mauritius, enslaved 
women on the island exercised varying amounts of control over their reproductive 
capacities, a fact that could be interpreted as method of gynecological resistance.506 
Abortions appear to have spiked in the late eighteenth century, for example, when estate 
owners encouraged enslaved men and women to have children as a means of mitigating 
the costs of importing more people from continental Africa. In regard to methods and 
knowledge structures that allowed enslaved women to exercise these biological forms of 
self-preservation, herbs, roots, and mixtures were all critical components of managing 
reproductive health. Ananas Suavage, for example, (which translates to wild pineapple), 
was an herb that enslaved women used to induce abortions. Louis de Freycinet, a French 
traveler in the early nineteenth century noted that abortions were frequent amongst 
                                                        
506 Megan Vaughn, Creating the Creole Island: Slavery in Eighteenth-Century Mauritius (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2005), 124-139. This was also argued by Linda Sussman, “Medical Pluralism in Mauritius: A Study of 
Medical Beliefs and Practices in a Polyethnic Society” PhD Dissertation, Washington Univeristy at St. Louis, 
1983. 
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enslaved women with this herb.507  Of course, the use of abortion as a form of social 
self-preservation was not limited to sugar fields or to the eras of slavery and indenture. In 
fact, it appears as if it was a practice that grew in the wake of natural disasters. Not long 
after cyclone Carol made landfall Richard Titmuss authored a memorandum that noted 
with some alarm that there would most certainly be a drop in the birth rate of 1960 
because of the assumed rise in “post-cyclone abortions.”508 While noting this effect of 
the cyclones with some consternation, Titmuss suggested that this predicted rise in 
abortions was part of an underground network of family planning services deemed either 
amoral or unhygienic that his efforts sought to mitigate. “Abortion,” he noted, “the 
alternative to family planning by contraceptives…[is] carried out by unqualified and 
unscrupulous women.”509  
The belief that this sort of moral and bodily corruption was due, in part, to an 
absence of men, was shared by “experts” in the social worlds of Mauritians. The 
aforementioned JOCF workers, in their analysis of gender and racial difference, noted 
that “prostitution” was only practiced by “women abandoned by their husbands or 
lovers.”510 The rise of abortions in the wake of cyclones appears to be a strategy of 
protection. Cyclones destroyed bodies, homes, and particularly in Mauritius, the 
economic stability of sugar-cane field workers, as earlier sections of this chapter have 
shown. The stress placed on the social and material resources needed for childbirth and 
rearing in the wake of a cyclone would be pushed to their limits. But in the eyes of 
Titmuss, abortions signaled two intersecting aberrations: the amoral act of terminating a 
pregnancy and the intervention of “unqualified” women in a medical procedure. 
Embedded in his anxieties over post-cyclone abortions was therefore an observation on 
how, when, and who could intervene in the healthcare of a Mauritian woman. But taking 
                                                        
507 L. Freycinet, Mémoire sur la Géographie et la Navigation de l'Ile de France (Paris, 1811). 
 
508 Titmuss memorandum, notes on upcoming presentation to Mauritian government on family planning 
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509 Ibid. 
 
510 Precis of the report Presented by the JOCF, Section B: The Life of Young Girls,” LSE/Titmuss/5/647, c 
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the colonial state at its word, however, would be to overlook the ways in which some 
women shaped their conjugal, sexual, and reproductive worlds in the aftermath of 
cyclone Carol.  
Oral histories of women who started families before the institutionalization of 
family planning points to well established norms and practices in regards to gynecological 
health in the first half of the twentieth century. Goolamun Beebee Mariam, for example, 
grew up in a working-class Muslim household, and married a sirdar. An arranged 
marriage, they moved in together in a small house made of straw and thatch. The house 
had three rooms, and a godown. She shared these spaces with her husband’s three brothers 
and their wives. Together, Mariam and her husband had eleven children. Each birth was 
at home and with the assistance of a midwife, whom she paid. Immediately after giving 
birth, the midwife asked Mariam to consume kasar, a mixture of crushed ginger, chamsur, 
methi, water, and sugar. The kasar was understood to provide the recently post-partum 
women with the strength to recover from giving birth. It was also understood to purify 
the “stomach” after birth. Mariam herself would obtain the ingredients and produce the 
kasar herself, a practice she learned from her mother and one she said she passed down 
to her own daughters. On occasion, ayapana another very common medicinal mixture 
throughout Mauritius would also be used post-partum. Still used today, ayapana is 
generally used to settle an upset stomach.511 As was the case amongst Afro-Mauritian 
enslaved women, herbs were not only used as post-partum palliatives. Alternatively, they 
were used to terminate pregnancies. The bark patte pule à piquants (toddalia asiatica), a plant 
common through littoral communities in Indian Ocean Africa and South Asia, was used 
for abortions amongst Indo-Mauritian women. This was a plant also by Telegana doctors 
in South Asia against fever.512 The deeper history of abortion points to a long history of 
women exercising control over their reproductive capacities to multiple ends. As studies 
of earlier eras in Mauritian history have shown. Enslaved, and later indentured 
communities produced bodies of biomedical knowledge and social structures for its 
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disbursement and expertise in the cane fields where the vast majority of Mauritians 
worked.  
In a strategy that echoed the “nutritional units” of medical experts that canvassed 
rural Mauritius two decades earlier (see Chapter 2), MFPA vans spread out into the cités 
and the rural sections of the island in the early postcolonial period as an effort to reach 
as many people as possible. In addition to passing out literature, these travelling units 
erected billboards, performed plays that emphasized family planning, and penned segas, 
the national genre of music, with lyrics in both Creole and Bhojpuri, usually the best 
attended  that also emphasized the emancipatory power of family planning  The segas and 
billboards for example, pointed to MFPA strategies aimed and expanding a shared set of 
discursive touchpoints that would link the desires of the late colonial and post-colonial 
state for limited families to a set of cultural markers amongst everyday Mauritians.   
There appear to be two overlapping strategies in MFPA propaganda efforts. The 
first was insert “family planning” as a phrase into the national vernacular. The second, 
and related project, was to give meaning to this phrase by emphasizing an emancipatory 
aspect to the phrase by tying it images of economic liberation of the family and the 
emancipation of women from patriarchic social relations. The phrase was ubiquitous in 
the island’s newspapers, as well as in the segas performed at MFPA events. “Family 
planning leads to happiness” was a common refrain in the songs. The term was also 
visible on billboards scattered throughout the island. The billboards “attracted 
widespread attention,” and a number of designs and slogans were under consideration. 
But almost universally “Family Planning” was written in capital letters, drawing attention 
to the billboard itself.  The second was to link family planning efforts to conjugal 
happiness and to familial self-determination. Here, billboards, pamphlets, and segas all 
served to emphasize these possibilities. One pamphlet, shown below, emphasized that a 
“small family is a happy family.” 
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Figure 12: MFPA image, 1968 
Below the image, the pamphlet indicated the family would “be comfortable, happy, and 
full of hope” if family planning regimes were adopted. The mother, moreover, would be 
happy and healthy, it argued.513  Perhaps unsurprisingly, women were the object of much 
of the propaganda efforts, but men were also increasingly viewed as  
The production of new ideas of gender were not limited to a conversation about 
freeing women from the social and physical stresses of childbirth and childrearing. On 
one billboard in the village of Soulliac, for example, viewers saw an image of a pregnant 
man. Under this image, a message questioned: “Si zomme ti, gache babe, li ti a criyé, 
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‘Family Planning’ baba!?” Translated loosely, it asked “would there be a louder clamor 
for family planning coming from men…?”514 This billboard is quite revelatory of a 
number of intersecting social and policy concerns. One the one hand, while appearing in 
the early post-colonial era, a policy of seeing men as equally important actors in family 
planning schemes dates back to Meade and Titmuss and the original question of natural 
disaster, wage labor, and the size of the family. But the sign itself suggests that amongst 
everyday people, family planning, and the stewardship of sexual relations and child 
rearing was popularly considered a responsibility that lay with women.  This required an 
increased outreach to men. Indeed, the MFPA annual reports place, at times, a special 
emphasis on the role of men. In January of 1969, for example, in the town of Anse la 
Raie, one leader of the MFPA, R.T. Naik, spoke to a group of men, noting that “family 
planning is everyone’s responsibility, it is imperative…to develop a full sense of 
involvement in the campaign to curb the birth rate.”515   
While earlier sections have shown the ways in which organizations like the MFPA 
conceived of their mission as complimentary to broader state concerns over the 
relationship between the sugar economy, natural disaster, and the future of the Mauritian 
state, the preceding paragraphs have also tried to show how on-the-ground efforts at 
translating these abstractions to produce meaning for everyday people took a different 
tack. Economic emancipation, social freedom, and a generally “happier” life were the 
ways in which family planning made sense for those living either in the cyclone estates or 
outside of them. For a more synthetic look at the ways in which the discursive and 
material forms that lent meaning to “family planning” as a project and how women 
exercised new forms of agency in the wake of family planning initiatives, the life history 
of Mala Rami helps illuminate a more synthetic story which highlights how the deeper 
histories of gynecological knowledge articulated with new bureaucracies, experts, and 
technologies of knowing the body. Indeed, for Mala, the social and biological processes 
of reproduction marked her life so much so that she began our conversation with her 
own history of abortion.  
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While historians may correctly consider abortion a mode “gynecological 
resistance,” it became a salient form of both emancipatory and transgressive behavior in 
the middle of the twentieth century because it was seen a both a moral danger to the 
state and hence made illegal.. As such, women like Mala looking for an abortion would 
have to turn to a network of women who could perform such services away from the eye 
of the colonial and post-colonial states. This was, to be sure, risky, and these risks could 
be life threatening. Mala described to me laying on the floor of the Quatre Bornes home 
her husband had built, sick and in excruciating pain from an infection caused by an illegal 
abortion she had had a few weeks earlier. She had aborted a fourth child:  one more than 
the late colonial and early post-colonial governments agreed was the number for an 
“ideal family,” but three more than her husband had initially wanted. Frustrated by this 
unplanned pregnancy, particularly one unplanned in a new era in Mauritius where 
women were increasingly subject to new regimes of corporeal surveillance by state actors 
and non-governmental organizations tasked with limiting population growth, her 
husband had called for an illegal abortion practitioner to come to their home. This 
woman was a figure who wore many hats. In some cases, she would act as a “traditional” 
midwife who practiced gestational methods more common in the sugar cane fields were 
Mala was born and grew up. She was also an under-the-table provider of abortions Her 
methods were necessarily rudimentary: as Mala described it, she “stuck an umbrella” into 
her “and turned.” 
 The pressures that Mala and her husband had felt to limit the number of children 
they had was both a consequence of social and cultural dynamics internal to their family, 
their religious convictions, and the socio-economic conditions in which they lived. But 
they were also pressures which came from a colonial state reeling from a natural disaster. 
As Mala recalled, it was after cyclone Carol in 1960 when families began using family 
planning services in earnest. “Households” became units of social development, men and 
women assumed discrete roles in those households. Men’s patterns of employment and 
earnings were scrutinized. Pregnancies were monitored, recorded, and interpreted as 
critical sociological data. “it was the same for everyone after Carol,” Mala noted.516 
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What did it mean to be a woman, a man, or a family in mid-century Mauritius? In 
Mala’s estimation, her experience with the emergent family planning bureaucracies of the 
late-colonial state marked her development as a Mauritian woman. This was in large 
because of her biography, a life history defined by changing notions of work, of housing, 
and of child bearing.  Her life was one of dramatic transformation that mirrored the 
changing colony. She was born, raised, and employed on the Belle Rose sugar estate in 
the eastern part of the island, but shortly after she married moved into a CHA house in 
Cité Kennedy, on the southwestern outskirts of Quatre Bornes.  She married her 
husband when she was seventeen years old. He was twenty-seven. He had been married 
before to a wealthy woman and had one daughter from that earlier marriage.  He was a 
tomato farmer however, who would sell his products in the main central market in Beau 
Bassin, and for this reason always felt under pressure from his wealthier in-laws. In this 
earlier marriage, he was asked to live in the house of the father of his first wife, to take 
care of the family as the father and mother aged. Feeling pressured by these obligations, 
however, he divorced his first wife and married Mala. This divorce was not taken well by 
his own mother, Mala’s new mother-in-law. She resented that her new daughter in a law 
was not only a women who had disrupted her son’s earlier life, but also an interloper 
from the sugar cane fields, a women who had worked the fields and was therefore not 
worthy of marrying her son. Their move away from the CHA home was thus a major 
turning point in her life. In recalling the move from the cité to the site of her new home, 
merely a stone’s throw away from the cité, she noted that the very building of the home 
was an act of resistance against the pressure exerted from the family. In constructing a 
second story of the house, Mala explained that that her husband was articulating a break 
from his mother by creating room for a family. She lives in that very house to this day. 
The home is a mark not only of pride for her and her family, but emblematic of her 
journey from a child of the sugar cane fields to a middle-class resident of one of the most 
rapidly growing towns in Mauritius.  
In addition to gaining access to her first marital home through the CHA the 
passing of cyclone Carol marked another significant transformation for Mala. Her move 
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into a more urbanized zone of the island brought her closer to new family planning 
institutions—marked most dramatically by a nearby MFPA field office—that had arisen 
throughout the poorer, peripheral sections of Quatre Bornes that extended from the city 
center to the south and west, towards the towns of Bambous and Flic-en-Flac. 
Unsurprisingly, the ways in which Mala discussed her encounters with the family 
planning organs of the colony were done so through the lens of the social world she 
inhabited, rather than an abstracted notion of Malthusian population danger and cyclonic 
threat. As a consequence of this second marriage and the death of her father in law, Mala 
and her husband inherited the responsibility of caring for the entire extended family, 
including housing them in their new Quartre Bornes home. After the death of Mala’s 
own father, she was also burdened with her new extended family. This called into 
question how, when, and how many children her marriage would produce, if any.  
The pressures of the extended family bore on the family in material and social 
ways. As her daughter explained to me “she was a poor child, so her mother in law could 
control her.” Upon marrying, Mala and her husband decided to have only one child. 
They ultimately had three. She described her pregnancies as both burdens and as acts of 
emancipation; of agency within a growing state system of supervision and of a 
suffocating social world.  This was a common mode of self-styling that women in her 
neighborhood expressed, she noted. She told of a story, for example, of the how she 
would need to walk to the far end of Seechurn road, a cross street to a major arterial road 
in southwest Quatre Bornes in order to get drinking and cleaning water. This was a daily 
routine. When standing and chatting with other women at the place where they would fill 
their buckets, one woman stood out. “There was a woman who was pregnant every year” 
they would say to each other. It was not merely a biological observation, however, but a 
social one. The woman’s seemingly consecutive pregnancies was a sign of the power her 
husband had over her.  
So when the tools of the family planning organizations arrived in Quatre Bornes, 
Mala and others saw it as a way to carve out their own spaces of social autonomy. As 
Mala put it, “family planning could give women life.” But lest one merely interpret this 
observation as an endorsement of an emancipatory, rights-bearing colonial state project, 
it should be mentioned that Mala never registered her complaints through the lens of 
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culture, in stark contravention to how the documents of the colonial state did. In fact she 
could be described to this day as a conservative and observant Indo-Mauritian Hindu.   
The ways in which women wielded family planning tools were multiple. Contrary 
to the opinions of colonial planners who suggested that the “dependence of the sex-life 
on thermometer reading, charts, and calendar [sic] is unacceptable to many husbands and 
wives as unnatural [sic], ” Mala noted the importance of embracing these new 
technologies.517  Primary amongst these new ways of living as a woman in Mauritius were 
forms of biological self-knowledge and self-regulation. Women in Quatre Bornes were 
initially given birth control pills as contraceptive measures.  Mala mentioned that this had 
made her ill. She was then provided with a thermometer through which she could track 
her temperature, a key correlating biometric reading that could help women track 
ovulation. This way women would know when exactly they were ovulating, and therefore 
when it was best to avoid or to engage in sexual intercourse with the goal of getting 
pregnant. Pills, condoms, the rhythm method, and the reading of cervical temperature 
were themselves deeply meaningful interventions in the biological lives of women. In 
one respect, they could arm women with tools that would allow them more autonomy 
over their reproductive capacities. But as the previous sections showed, they were also 
technological forces that rushed into Mauritius as part of a broader attempt to reorder 
the social world, an attempt spearheaded by a cohort of male social scientists and politics 
in both Mauritius and in the United Kingdom. The effects of these interventions 
engaged previous social and technological ways of knowing women’s bodies. But what 
appeared as an initial attempt to effectively destroy hierarchies of gynecological 
knowledge where “traditional” experts in gynecological health, the vast majority of which 
were women, was, it appears, unable to do so. In large part, bio-medical forms of 
producing legible state subjects developed as a complimentary form of knowledge; 
adjacent, but never primary to, forms of medical knowledge that predated the post-Carol 
anxiety over overpopulation. A growing body of complimentary ways of knowing the 
body also reveals an multiple levels of gynecological knowledge: the familial, the midwife, 
and that of the state. 
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Mala’s experience, moreover, shows how these levels of gynecological expertise 
could at items become fissured and disaggregated, thus leaving women in precarious 
situations. In the case of abortions, the imprecision of the methods used by a midwife 
from the fields would then compel women to turn to the hospitals to rectify any damage 
done. But often they were turned away, as fathers would often be pursued by the law if 
their wives were found out to have had an abortion.518  
Increasing self-discipline of the body was not always in lock step with the 
prerogatives of the colonial state. The figure of the local MFPA fieldworker, for example, 
was one such official who embodied the complicated relationship that family planning 
had with the communities they served. MFPA field stations were set up in the early 
1960s throughout the island in an effort to reach every community, no matter how small. 
The responsibilities of the fieldworkers, who were most often (but not always) women 
were multiple. They canvassed the neighborhoods they worked in handing out literature 
and advertising social events, such as sega nights at the MFPA clinics.  
 The fieldworkers were met, however, with both enthusiasm and suspicion.519 
They were met with wariness in part because of their role as evaluators of the three-child 
policy in effect after 1961. Multiple women reported to me, for example, that while the 
services of the fieldworkers were often seen as quite helpful, many women had taken the 
tools for monitoring ovulation, birth control pills, and other forms of knowledge to 
effectively plan pregnancies that would allow for them to have pregnancies that would 
ensure three children under the age of fourteen at all times, thus ensuring a steady fifteen 
rupee per month allotment from the government per child. MFPA fieldworkers, while 
not officially in any capacity to report the amount of children to the state, were often 
seen as potential informants. As such, families said they often hid their children when the 
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fieldworker came in an effort to sow confusion as to how many children there were in 
the family.520 
 
Figure 13: MFPA Fieldworkers Canvassing at Tamarin, Black River MFPA Annual Report, 1968 
 
 The notion that women strategically embraced some of the tools provided by 
them by these new institutions, while simultaneously evading their disciplinary power, 
and doing so in an effort to extract more resources from the colonial and post-colonial 
state, shows the ways in which women’s bodies were not merely canvases upon which 
visions of a utopian future were projected, but agents of their own futures. These stories 
show how women carved out spaces of physical autonomy by appropriating and 
engaging with scientific advances in bio-medical surveillance, but also that those tools 
could just as easily be put to work within the more intimate social spaces of the family.  
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Conclusion 
 
This chapter has argued that Carol triggered profound changes in popular and official 
notions of gender, family, and their roles in the production of a safe and productive 
society. The emergence of a shared discursive commitment to family planning spanned 
divisions in political position, race, religion, and political ideology, speaks to the salience 
of the post-Carol moment as an era of crisis: economic, social, and political. Carol 
catalyzed a series of social and political reorderings that relied on the development of the 
family as a common conceptual touchpoint for social improvement.  
These changes were largely successful by the standards of development metrics: 
By the 1970s, the effort to remake the Mauritian family had, apparently, been largely 
successful by the metrics of development organizations. In the wake of another cyclone, 
Gervaise, which struck in 1975, a report compiled by the United States Agency for 
International Development (US-AID) indicated the extent to which housing built in the 
1960s shaped the lives of Mauritians. By 1972, there was an average of 5.32 persons per 
household in the then-independent country of Mauritius, with 1.13 nuclear family per 
average household. Increasing numbers of “smaller nuclear families” over the 1960s and 
1970s necessitated the added construction of single-family dwellings. These figured 
showed, in the eyes of USAID, “the preference for single nuclear family households, a 
break from traditional multiple family living styles.”521  
This investment in producing a legible family unit constructed of discrete gender 
identities points a historical juncture, one when the colonial state took a radical new 
interest in the conjugal lives of its subjects. This interest in the most intimate spaces of 
the lives of colonial populations was common throughout the imperial world in mid-
century. As feminist theorists and historians of empire have highlighted, empire should 
be seen, in part, as a project in the management of affective relations.522  That in 
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Mauritius the question of natural disaster articulated with family planning points to a 
historically and geographically-specific iteration of this imperial interest, however.  
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CONCLUSION 
“A WEREWOLF IN THE HOUSE OF ELEPHANTS” 
 
Narrator: I am instructed by the elected committee of readers to say that one of the major 
reasons for choosing There is a Tide [a novel] was its image of the cyclone, the utter 
mindlessness of the cyclone, so long as society is trapped in its mindlessness. People at that 
time thought that the effects of a cyclone were more or less inevitable. Some thought it the 
work of a bad-tempered god. Others thought it was the work of an indifferent nature. It 
didn’t strike anyone that people’s reality defined the effects of a cyclone. 
 
- South African — Mauritian novelist and activist, Lindsay Colleen, There is a Tide (1990) 523 
 
On the 6th of February of 1994 cyclone Hollanda, the most powerful storm to strike 
Mauritius since Gervaise in 1975, made landfall with sustained winds of around 120 miles 
per hour. Unlike the storms of decades previous, the island knew this storm was coming and 
as such, preparations were made. People were evacuated from the coasts and housed in 
emergency shelters before its arrival. Roads and businesses were closed as the storm made its 
way over the island. Hollanda only killed two people, but it did early 135 million dollars of 
damage to the infrastructure of the island, leaving nearly 1,500 residents homeless, and a pall 
of darkness covering the island in its wake. For nearly two months after the storm, hundreds 
of thousands of Mauritians went without electric power, slowing the country to a grinding 
halt. “There is a black out-over all of Mauritius,” poet K. Goswami wrote in daily newspaper 
L’Express. “Outside the wind is howling and screeching…Tonight we are actually seeing the 
dance of Lord Shiva in the Mauritius sky…instilling fear in us, making us realize, were only 
nothing.”524 
 In the days, weeks, and months after Hollanda’s landfall, however, another fearsome 
specter gripped the island: the touni minuit. The touni minuit, the name given to this specific 
apparition (known generically as a lougarou) was a shape-shifting werewolf. The term touni 
minuit, translated from Mauritian Kreol as “naked at midnight,” refers to the behavior of the 
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creature: early reports of it were that it would, under the cover of the darkness imposed by 
Hollanda, sneak into the bedrooms of women to molest, rape, or engage in otherwise 
sexually aggressive behavior with women. As its mythology grew it evidenced other aberrant 
behavior: theft, stalking, and even flying over the homes of people it threatened. Some said 
that it would even kidnap children. Within weeks of its initial sighting in the hamlet of 
Lallmatie, hundreds of people throughout Port Louis and later other parts of the island 
claimed to have seen it. Marauding gangs of armed men with machetes, bats, and knives 
roamed the streets of towns and cities in search of the man-wolf; it consumed the island. So 
crippling was the fear that the then president, Cassam Uteem, went on national television to 
assuage the fears of the nation. Calling for calm, Uteem made a plea to the frayed social 
fabric of the island in his address. This collective “psychosis,” Uteem warned, would “only 
lead to more animosities, which would produce dangerous responses in Mauritian society.” 
 In conversations I had with Mauritians about this fairly recent event, I heard a 
number of reactions. For some, it was a moment of collective embarrassment. How could a 
country like Mauritius, which was rapidly transforming from an agricultural to industrial 
society, with some of the highest development metrics throughout Africa they would often 
mention, have descended into such supernatural paranoia? Others, however, corroborated 
the story. Multiple people responded that the touni minuit appeared to them as a snow-white 
dog, others as a grotesque racialized figure with black skin, ambling down from the nearby 
cité. The racialization of the touni minuit was a phenomenon that occurred at the time as well, 
as people all suspected other communities to be either harboring the beast or controlling it 
in some capacity. Some said it was hiding out in mosques, others in Hindu-owned shops.  
 What can be made of this event?  At first blush, the appearance of the creature 
seems to be an aberration brought about by the collective trauma of a major cyclone that 
pushed the country’s infrastructure to the breaking point. But, in fact, the specter of a 
lascivious and mischievous werewolf, and its appearance after cyclones, was not an 
anomalous event but a familiar trope in Mauritian legend. The lougarou was a known quantity:  
not only do werewolves following cyclones appear as a theme in children books published 
today, but also as a part of the deeper mythologies of Mauritius, ones largely connected to its 
enslaved African population. The wolf as an non-human animal actor in the world of the 
human can be found in Mauritian mythology.  In the late nineteenth century, a Franco-
Mauritian linguist and author, Charles Baissac, sat down with the descents of two enslaved 
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Africans, Papa Lindor and Mama Telisille, to listen to and collect the folklore of Afro-
descendant peoples. Collected in Le Folklore de L’Ile Maurice which was first published in 
1888, the wolf was an omnipresent figure: always a trickster, a murderer, a sexual predator.  
 After Hollanda, the supernatural creature quickly began to take on increasing 
political and social significance. In daily newspaper L’Epxress, one editorial described the 
phenomenon as a “werewolf in the house of elephants,” positing collective fear over the 
beast as a potential threat to political establishment of 1994 Mauritius, where the political 
party the Militant Social Movement (MSM), had held power effectively since 1982 and 
seemed incapable of providing sufficient disaster relief planning.  The touni minuit “disturbed 
members of the political majority in the country,” the author noted, and should serve as 
warning to the political elite of the country.  The creature even became a sympathetic figure 
of sorts. In on cartoon, he is seen complaining to the editor in chief of L’Express that he’s 
been mischaracterized, he wasn’t naked after all, he notes. Maybe the press had 
misunderstood the appearance of the touni minuit, it suggested. 
 
 
Figure 14: the tounit minuit confronts the editor of L’Express 
 
 
 224 
In one letter to L’Express, an author going by the name M. made the argument that the touni 
minuit was the product of the fact that people had “lost faith in institutions: the state, law, the 
police, education, family, religion.” They pointed the finger specifically at Paul Bérenger, the 
head of the recently-developed political party, the Movement Militant Mauricien (MMM), 
who had “abused his authority” and opened the door to corruption.525 They went on to note 
that the corruption of the MSM and MM reflected a general failure of every institution of 
Mauritian society, failures exposed by the winds of Hollanda. What resulted: “So then we 
have malaise. Malaise everywhere. The feeling that has spread is evil. Evil in all of its forms. 
As a consequence, we have the werewolf for the simple minded, and evil for others.”526 That 
the specter of the lougaroup gripped Mauritius in the aftermath of Hollanda points to a 
number of historical, sociological, and political convergences. It raised fears of political 
instability, of sexual violence, and of racial communalism, a perennial fear in Mauritius. It 
showed that cyclones continued to spark debates over politics, belonging, gender, and race.  
This dissertation has argued that cyclones have shaped the history of modern 
Mauritius, from the late colonial era to the early post-colonial one. The national experience 
of Hollanda, more than a quarter of a century after independence, reveals that cyclones still 
figured as significant moments of cultural, social, and political inflection. 1994 was different 
than 1960, however. Gone was the colonial state, and importantly, gone was the totalizing 
power of the sugar industry. By the mid 1990s, Mauritius was in the throes of the so-called 
“Mauritian Miracle,” a period of economic growth modeled on places like Taiwan, South 
Korea, Singapore, and Hong Kong, that relied heavily on export-led growth accompanied by 
tax incentives for foreign investment. In Mauritius this was most dramatically seen with the 
establishment of the Export Processing Zone (EPZ), which are effectively walled-off tax 
free zones where foreign first establish textile processing facilities. For historians of 
Mauritius, the effects of the EPZ are ever present, as the Mauritius National Archives are 
located within one of these zones in the village of Coromandel, Plaines Wilhems.   
The expansion of EPZs triggered dramatic growth of the Mauritian economy, but 
they also brought with them increased dependence on textiles, low wages (and 
corresponding inflation when the government tried to raise wages), environmental 
                                                        
525 M., “Loup-Garou et les Autres” L’Express, 6 March 1994. 
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degradation, and, importantly dramatic gaps in economic inequality. Mauritius had become a 
“tiger” of the Indian Ocean, but one whose success was still fragile. Much like cyclone Carol 
revealed the extent to which the British colonial state had overlooked questions of housing 
development, Hollanda exposed the deep shortcomings that EPZ-driven growth in 
Mauritius. As one editorialist noted, Hollanda left Mauritius as a “paper tiger in shreds.” 
As Luise White has shown, spectral phenomena like zombies and vampires appear at 
various points of crisis or as modalities for expressing agency within systems of power,or the 
face of threat.527 These stories were ways of expressing complexity, of articulating ones or 
ones community’s place in the world. Hollanda and the touni minuit showed that economic 
inequality and social difference persisted as powerful social cleavages in 1990s Mauritius, 
differences emphasized by the nation’s transition from an agricultural economy to one 
focused primarily on textile exports and long-overlooked by political leadership on the 
island.  
The social upheaval following Hollanda serves as a useful epilogue to this 
dissertation, which has argued that tropical cyclones have shaped the history of modern 
Mauritius. From the interstices of gender and politics of an agricultural peasantry in the early 
decades of the century, to discourses of development, to housing, to family planning, 
twentieth century Mauritius is, in part, an outcome of a relationship between the social and 
the natural. More specifically, the preceding chapters have argued that tropical cyclones were 
forces of social generation. They have shown that while cyclones did establish certain 
ecological parameters to the successful management of the sugar economy and the ways in 
which institutions of social welfare in Mauritius were constructed, they also sparked social 
and cultural debates about identity, belonging, and the future of this Indian Ocean island. 
What it meant to be Indo-Mauritian, Afro-Mauritian, man, woman, or part of a family 
transformed as a consequence of these storms, as these categories often became the 
conceptual tools around which state and subaltern efforts to mitigate the risks of natural 
disasters like cyclones congealed. Mauritius is, as JN Roy observed in the wake of cyclone 
Carol, “essentially cyclonic.” 
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This history of cyclones and society in Mauritius raises a number of broader 
conceptual and analytical questions within Mauritian history, the history of East Africa and 
the Indian Ocean, and global environmental history.  Within the small field of Mauritian 
history, this twentieth century environmental history has shown that Mauritians of African 
descent figure as significant historical actors in twentieth century Mauritius. As scholars like 
Vijaya Teelock, Megan Vaughn, and Richard Allen have all shown, Afro-descendant 
enslaved peoples were critical components in the making of the social, economic, and 
cultural worlds of early Mauritian history. After the abolition of slavery, however, their role 
in Mauritian historiography has waned as the narrative arc of the colony, and later nation, 
often emphasized the rise of a Hindu elite. Contemporary ethnographic work, however, 
takes the lives of Afro-Mauritians quite seriously. Future research in twentieth Mauritian 
history would be well served, then, by asking how a history that places black Mauritians at 
the center of the narrative would undo to contemporary assumptions about Mauritius as a 
successful multi-racial experiment?  
 In a broader, regional context, this dissertation argues for the continued historical 
importance of the environment in twentieth century East Africa and the western Indian 
Ocean. As the introduction to the dissertation suggested, while the natural world has been a 
hallmark of the historiography of the region, the vast majority of work that takes an 
environmental approach focuses on the centuries preceding the arrival of mechanized 
transport. Steam and coal power broke centuries of reliance on the winds and waters of the 
sea, thereby unhooking littoral and archipelagic societies from the rhythms of the monsoon. 
In many ways, this story is true: ships, and later airplanes, have reshaped networks across the 
ocean. But the lacuna left by the environment in twentieth century histories of the region 
omits how the natural world continues to shape the region, albeit in different ways.  
At the time of writing, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, and Malawi are struggling to come 
to terms with the catastrophic effects of cyclones Idai and Kenneth, the latter being the 
strongest storm to make landfall on continental Africa in recorded history. And as Sugata 
Bose suggested in his opening to A Hundred Horizons, the tragic Boxing Day tsunami of 
2004, which extended from the coasts of Thailand and Malaysia to those of East Africa, the 
ocean itself is still a binding agent that produces collective experiences for people living 
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around and within it.528 This dissertation, however, has sought to conceptualize the natural 
world less as a structure that connects disparate geographies or as a “shared” experience 
across the ocean, but as a constituent part of the Armitage’s “cis-”oceanic framework. The 
natural world enters into the historical development of a space by reading its local 
particularities as both a product of and distinct within the networks of oceanic connections 
which produced them.  
A reading of the natural world as a particularity seems counterintuitive in the 
contemporary conversation on climate change, when scaling upwards is often seen as the 
only productive method of contemplating the social effects of this process. Histories of 
natural disasters are increasingly interpreted at the scale of the global: Houston, Puerto Rico, 
the Philippines, and Mozambique are placed into the same analytical field. The storms that 
have devasted these disparate spaces are, for better or worse, rendered as the outcomes of 
the Anthropocene and the only way to fully understand them to equate them as purely 
meteorological events. The same impulse to scale up is present in Indian Ocean 
historiography; a move to demonstrate connectivity, connection, and circulation. But as this 
dissertation has shown, the macro-effects of major events like cyclones are conjured by ones 
less obvious, and perhaps less salient outside of a circumscribed space, but nevertheless 
critical to understanding specific histories. In Mauritius cyclones shaped notions of race and 
gender, for example, which is not to say that they do the same in Mozambique or 
Bangladesh. This dissertation has thus presented a vision of what Tony Ballantyne and 
Antoinette Burton have called “the trans-local,” a methodological approach that dwarfs “the 
global…a means of reorganizing the spatial logics and spatializing violence that global 
visions often do produce.”529 
Ultimately, the preceding chapters show that the precarity brought by natural 
disasters, what contemporary social scientists would describe as ecological vulnerability, is 
not merely a material condition produced by ecological forces, but also a socio-political 
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position that shapes how people interact with their governments and amongst themselves, a 
dynamic that shapes popular notions of belonging, of history, and of future possibilities. 
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